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Only three and a few years are left in Germany before the scheduled shutdown of the country’s last nuclear power 
plants: by December 31, 2022, Isar, Neckarwestheim and Emsland NPPs (one reactor at each) will be disconnected from 
the grid.

Of course, it cannot actually be argued that this event will 
mark the end of the atomic age in Germany – as research 
reactors and supporting industry enterprises (for example, 
uranium enrichment plants) continue to run smoothly and 
the issue of final disposal of nuclear waste still remains to 
be solved. And yet, giving up nuclear energy for electricity 
generation in Europe’s leading economy will be a  milestone 
in itself.

As this date draws closer, it is curious to observe the 
melting confidence that the decision taken in the spring of 
2011 to accelerate the nuclear phase-out was strategically 
reasonable. Without a doubt, considered per se, this step is 
quite feasible from a technical point of view – there could 
hardly arise any problem with shutting down several 
 nuclear reactors (many reactors are routinely dis connected 
from the grid from time to time for scheduled main-
tenance).

How calibrated this decision is with regard to the future 
energy supply in the country, is a different and  increasingly 
resonating question asked by politicians who can no longer 
be branded as solely right-radical adepts of the Alternative 
for Germany.

For example, this summer, the so-called “Union of 
 Values” within the Christian Democratic Union (CDU) 
called for an extension of the service life of existing NPPs, 
while at the same time blaming the party’s leadership for 
an insufficiently determined climate policy. Politicians 
 argued their position with the threat that is seemingly 
 becoming ever more real threat that Germany will not 
achieve its climate targets under the Paris Agreement, as 
well as with rising electricity prices. By postponing the 
 nuclear phase-out, the German government could give up 
coal in a more visible time, representatives of the Union 
said.

Further, in September, Peter Hauk, Minister of Agri-
culture of the Federal State of Baden-Württemberg, took 
the floor. He expressed a similar idea: in his opinion, a 
 discussion is needed on how feasible it could be to quit coal 
ten years ahead of schedule. A measure that could ensure 
the implementation of this idea into reality, according to 
Hauk, could be extending the service life of the reactors at 
Neckarwestheim and Philippsburg for the same ten years. 

Meanwhile, the politician did not fail to point out the lack 
of political will, noting that while nuclear energy is 
 generally off the agenda, some compromise was still 
reached at the political level regarding coal. “This is a 
 mistake, because the climate goals of the federal and state 
government will not be achieved,” Hauk lamented.

Alarmed signals are also emanating from the industry: 
back in early 2019, Alfred Gaffal, President of the 
 Association of the Bavarian Economy (VBW) drew 
 attention to the threatening deficit of the region’s own 
electricity capacities that would hit the Bavarian economy, 
and said that “if there are no other options left, the issue of 
service life extension of nuclear reactors in Bavaria  cannot 
be taken off the table”.

In this light, recent reports indicating that Bavaria’s 
own electricity generation will certainly not be sufficient to 
meet the region’s needs imply that Bavaria will be forced to 
import electricity after 2022. The question is where this 
electricity will be supplied from – the pace of electricity 
grid expansion, which, as planned, should ensure the 
 uninterrupted transmission of excess electricity from the 
north to the south of the country, is noticeably stalled. The 
threat seems quite real that Bavaria will be greeting the 
winter season of 2022/23 without an answer needed this 
badly.

Meanwhile, in 2011, the state’s Prime Minister Horst 
Seehofer promised that even after the shutdown of 
 Bavarian NPPs the region would still be capable of 
 providing itself with electricity on its own. Now it seems 
that Bavaria is very, very far from this goal. In addition to 
the hampered development of power grid infrastructure, 
there are noticeable protests against windmills con-
struction. Besides, gas power plants that regional 
 politicians doubled down on a little more than eight years 
ago have proved to be overly expensive under the current 
market conditions. The “Energiewende” (i.e. German 
 energy transition) seems to be close to a dead end – at least 
in Bavaria.
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Peter Hauk is certainly not the only high-profile 
 politician who has questioned the advisability of nuclear 
phase-out until 2022. The European Commissioner for 
Budget, CDU member Gunter Oettinger believes that after 
2022, Germany will have to import electricity from foreign 
NPPs for rather a long time: “Thus, an automobile in 
 Karlsruhe will drive eco-friendly on nuclear electricity 
from France”. In this connection, a logical question arises: 
does it make sense at all to shut down NPPs for some 
( apparently ideologically-motivated) dislike of nuclear 
 energy, if this step forces imports of electricity from NPPs 
that are different only in that they are not in Germany?

Finally, in late November, Prime Minister of North 
Rhine-Westphalia Armin Laschet said: “If we assume that 
CO2 emissions and climate change present the most  serious 
issues we should take care of, the order of phasing out 
 nuclear and coal energy was chosen incorrectly“. Accord-
ing to Laschet, Germany should have first quit coal, instead 
of giving up nuclear.

As is evident from the above positions, the question of 
which energy sources will be used in Germany for future 
national electricity supply is closely intertwined with the 
issue of compliance with the Paris Agreement goals and 
achievement of targets that the German government 
 committed itself to. On the one hand, it is quite obvious 
that the current state and volumes of renewable energy 
generation will not allow to replace the outgoing nuclear 
power capacities with solar and wind energy immediately 
after 2022. In other words, it is highly probable that one 
should expect an increase in the use of coal – the source of 
energy that could be used until 2038, which is almost 
20 years from now.

On the other hand, most environmental organizations 
and their activists, who invariably point this out, are still 
not ready to admit that nuclear power could be very  helpful 
in combating climate change. In fact this would mean 
 giving up one of the central postulates of the modern green 
ideology. It is thus unsurprising that the sensational March 
statement of Greta Thunberg, the “icon” of the  Fridays for 
Future movement, that nuclear power could  become an 
element in the greater CO2-free energy balance of the 
 future, is today presented almost as a slip of the tongue.

In the meantime, the solution to climate problems can 
be found in modern technologies, including nuclear 
 energy – which is indicated by many experts, including 
Tristan Horx from the Institute for the Future (Zukunfts-
institut), a non-profit analytical center.

“Although I support the Fridays for Future activities and 
watch the current environmental agenda with interest, 
I do not really welcome the statements that technological 
development is harmful to the environment and that our 
planet is doomed if we do not return to living in wooden 
huts and riding exclusively a bicycle”, the expert argues.  
“I believe in the innovative potential of humanity and the 
ability to find a solution to existing problems”.

As a transition technology that is able to offer a solution 
to energy sector issues, including the coal use issue, 
 nuclear power is an excellent option, says Horx. “It 
 contributes to the reduction of total CO2 emissions, and 
this is what many experts confirm. However, it is  impossible 
to want the world to remain green and at the same time 
frankly demonize a perfectly functioning energy source – it 
does not work like this. Coal energy, in my opinion, carries 
a lot more problems in comparison with nuclear. However, 
if you talk about it with the Greens, most of them will be 
telling you that nuclear power is the worst thing we have at 
all. But this is simply not true today”.

Instead of the traditional “green” ecology concept, 
which calls for abstinence, reduction and in every possible 
way positions human as the planet’s parasite, Horx favors 
a bit different approach: “An approach which does not 
 imply that we have to sacrifice technological development 
– along with innovative technologies, we will be using the 
technologies that we already have – including, for  example, 
nuclear energy”.

Authors  Roman Martinek 
Expert for Communication 
Czech Republic




