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lnteresting times
''

llang! That is the sound of an irresistible force (growing electricity demand in Cal-
pifornia) hitting an immovable object (inadequate baseload capacity). The time
has finally arrived when the issue of energy has the attention of the American public,
bêcause'1he electricity shortage in Califomia threatens the qualify of lifE a4d jobs of
itsiiesidents.:,.;r':.'

In California, the causes of the troubles are plain to see: a so:called l'deregulation"
process that was only pafial, and which more closely resembles strangulation. Elec-
tricit¡i deregulation there meant establishing (1) a 10 percent cut in retail rates for res-
identi4! customers{uring a transition period; (2) retail price capS-for utilities; (3) no
gaps in wholesalg rates,that utillties pay when buying electricity from other produc-

' eri; (4) compelling utilities to r"tt -u"tr qf their n*ïuile* gá."tuiio;t fil'ià*it

,T,t- - --. -.- --tt .-.--^ PowerExchange(CalPX),andtosellviaCalPXallelectricity:producedfrom
I ne overau energy plcture, their own g"n"iàtion; und (6) banning utilitieq from ananging separately ne-

dramatiZed by the Caliþrnia gotiated contrâcts wittr producers; including long term agreemenÍs at lower
orices.

Øcp¿iiience, ond in líght of other .,"l.t" i,llilitieshavefd¡3¡ry¡r.r trisf wlolg1l¡"ostsäù nót

recent events, actuauy'presents an 3,',':i,ffi:*:ffiï,îåi,iåïli;ilåTi;iålï,'riffi'å:"åiHii'i;:-
opportunity for nuclear power. fjncca¡ 

a rbctic 
fomgany.have,accuqulalg.{ 

a toEl dsbro{some Pl?fit-

. output to SCE and.PG&Ebecause of concerns that thé utitities wili notlbþ a6lp to pay.
I i Also, the creaiç iating of Uoth companies is at risk on W-allstreet, thrggnìirg their

ability to buy power and increasing theü cost of financing: , .; " 
j ', ' ,

, i'.; There is a saiing (allegedly,an ancient Chinese curse):elegant in its ii,gn1r: ltVtay

.il. yuu live in interesting times." We are there now. But the double irony is that the over-
¡ !; âll:enêrgy picture, dramatized by the California experience, and in light of other re-

cent events, actually presents an opportunity for nuclear power.

' For one thing, there is very good news on nuclear's'economic side. In 1999, for
the first time since the mid-1980s, the production cost (fuel, operations, and main-
tenance) of nuclear power averaged 1.83 ø/kwh, /ess than coal's 2.07 ØlkWh, ac-
co¡ding to the Utility Data Institute. In 1998, the figures were2.l3 ø/kWh', for ¡u¡
clèæ and 2.07 itßIVh for coal. The 1999 and 1998 figures for oil.fire{ plânts were
3.18 ø/kwh and3.24 ø/kwh, respectively, and those for natural gas plants were
3.52 çlkwh and 3.3 ø/kv/h.

On the technology side, the suite of future power reactor designs is growing. The
pe6blebed mòdular réacìor (PBMR), a high-ternperatirre gas-cooled design, is under
development by:Eskom in South Africa, with international partners such as Exelon
Corporation and BNFL. In this issue of Nuclear N ews is a Q&A interview of Corbin
McNèitt, ctrairman. arid co-chief executile officer of Exelon, by NI/ Senior.Aôsoci-
ate Editor Rick Michal, along with a sidebar article on how the Nuclear Regulatory
Commission might conduct adesign certification review of that technology.

'Ori 
the pôliti'Cgl fón¡, the trènd lóoks good. Peggy NoonariÌ writing in her Decem-

ber 22 column in thé online WSJ,com OpinionJournøl, desqribed a meeting of then
President-elect Bush with the Senate Republican leadership: "Mr. Bush went,on to
say . . .according to [a] participant, 'There are two things- thal I think we need to deal
with right up front-:-the'fiist, thé energy crisis, both s.hort:term and long term. And
the other is the state of our national defenses.' He said [it] may be tirye to take another
look at nuclear powêr:"

. lflnteresting timesi" indeed.-Gregg M. Taylor, Editor:in-Chief
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