Back to the future
The broad sweep of the Blackwater estuary stretches ten miles or so from Maldon to the sea.  It is classic marshland country – big sky, creeks, wild, remote, flat landscape, quiet and entrancing, a country where the so-called ‘meadows of the sea ’support abundant life, with a rich variety of invertebrates and plants, and provide a major migratory highway and feeding and breeding ground for flocks of geese, waders and wildfowl. The waters nurture a significant fishing industry and the area is famous for its Colchester ‘natives’, the succulent, flat oysters that find their way to the grandest restaurants in London and Paris. The Blackwater is a land of small towns and villages, a recreational haven for sailors and holidaymakers, an open expanse where land and water mingle to create a landscape protected and conserved for its beauty and ecology.
Towards the mouth of the estuary looms the decaying hulk of Bradwell nuclear power station, which operated for forty years until 2002. It is now being decommissioned, a process that will not be finally finished until the next century. Yet, before the old station has been cleaned up, another is proposed as part of the Government’s flirtation with a replacement nuclear programme. Bradwell is in the front line as the UK’s energy policy reaches the local battlegrounds. Across the estuary within two miles –and downwind – of Bradwell is the island community of West Mersea.  Last night’s meeting at the Mersea Island Community Centre was the first to give local people a chance to speak for the future of their community. 

The basic issues have been well aired.  There are grave doubts about the need for a nuclear programme which might only save about 4% of the country’s carbon output and then not until after 2020.  Nuclear represents old technology, centralised decision making and diverts attention from other, more flexible, renewable and low carbon systems. Worst of all, nuclear promotes a feeling of complacency, an apparent solution to the twin problems of energy security and climate change. In practice it offers no solution at all, rather a beguiling and irresponsible belief that business can carry on more or less as usual. 

Then there are issues of safety and security. The old nuclear installations (Sellafield excepted) have a good safety record but that, surely, is the least that can be expected. If nuclear energy really is as safe as its protagonists claim, then surely the best place for new reactors would be in the centres of demand for electricity, London and the major cities. There is still much controversy over the long-term effects of routine emissions and discharges on human populations and ecosystems. The consequences of a major accident or terrorist incident are, frankly, unthinkable. Imagine the chaos and panic if the population of Mersea (around 8000) tried to evacuate across the single causeway which connects the island to the mainland and which is occasionally covered at high tide. Not far away the substantial towns of Colchester (over 100,000) and Clacton might well be affected and within twenty miles of the site there are well over 700,000 people within a twenty mile radius of the site.
Radioactive waste raises questions of both present and future risks. Bradwell is already a site for storage of fuel element debris (FED) awaiting a permanent national disposal facility which is at least fifty years away. Furthermore, Essex has been fingered in the past as a possible host for a permanent radioactive repository and might well be again. A new station where long-lived wastes including spent fuel would remain in store would massively increase the radioactivity on site. Given a new station might run for sixty years with decommissioning taking perhaps a further hundred years, Bradwell could be a radioactive site until the end of the next century. By that time the rise in sea level and storm surges caused by climate change will have inundated large stretches of the Essex coast including the Blackwater. 
Bradwell represents a fundamental struggle about democracy and fairness.  The government and the nuclear industry represent powerful, centralised forces armed with imminent planning legislation that reinforces centralised decision making. An earlier consultation process on nuclear energy was subject to judicial review and deemed by Mr Justice Sullivan to be ‘not simply inadequate… it was also seriously misleading’. The subsequent process which led up to the January white paper giving the green light for nuclear power was little better. The blunt truth is that local communities have little say in decisions that will fundamentally affect their environment and well-being for generations to come. There is no real sense of engagement or local participation in decision making.
The process is palpably unfair. Sites for new build are identified simply on the basis that they were chosen in the past, though in quite different social circumstances. In the case of radioactive waste, the government has accepted the proposal of the Committee on Radioactive Waste Management that communities must be willing to participate in a process of site selection and have a right to withdraw if they so wish. Surely the same approach should be applied to the siting of new build which presents great risks to safety and security and produces a legacy of waste that will last for several generations. 
For a brief period it seemed the nuclear age had ended and Bradwell power station would disappear. Now the local communities face the prospect of an energy industrial complex of nuclear power, radioactive waste and wind farms irrevocably transforming the environment and life of the estuary. There is a pervasive mood of anxiety and impotence, almost a state of denial. There is a feeling among some people of reluctant acceptance that what has been will be, that nuclear will cling to its existing sites like Bradwell since nowhere else will accept it.  But, things are different now to when Bradwell was given permission after a mere three day public inquiry in 1956 when, as one local newpaper put it, ‘They in Bradwell were the guinea pigs for England and they might well feel proud to be selected for this honour’. 

The population today is much larger, the estuary is a popular and busy resort, nuclear is feared rather than revered and scepticism has replaced deference and trust in science and government. There are those who support nuclear energy and those who vehemently oppose it but many people are simply bewildered, confused by claim and counter claim. But, in a place like Mersea there is widespread if latent anxiety and unease, feelings that can be mobilised to challenge and possibly defeat a nuclear project that threatens the well-being and harmony of a precious and cherished environment. It is in such places that the battle against nuclear energy is about to be engaged.
Andrew Blowers is Professor of Social Sciences at the Open University. He spends much of his time on Mersea Island. He was a member of the first Committee on Radioactive Waste Management. He led a panel of experts presenting the issues to a public meeting on March 11th on Mersea Island.
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