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 Explosions at Japan's 

Fukushima power plant, damaged by the earthquake and tsunami, have raised new 

questions about the safety of nuclear energy. Photograph: AFP/Getty Images 

 

The catastrophe in Japan has sparked debate internationally on nuclear energy, but it is 

especially fierce in Germany. After Fukushima, it can no longer be viewed as a viable 

energy source for the future. German chancellor Angela Merkel must alter her pro-

nuclear stance.

There are, of course, several arguments in favour of nuclear energy. In contrast to coal-

fired power plants, atomic reactors produce little in the way of CO2 emissions – which is 

good news for the climate. In addition, the technology is helpful for regions which may 

not have natural gas reserves, for example. Nuclear energy means a certain degree of 

independence and a modicum of political autonomy when it comes to determining 

energy policy. Furthermore, energy produced from nuclear power plants tends to be 

cheap, making it popular with consumers.

But none of that counts – at least not any more. After the earthquake and tsunami in 

Japan followed by the ever-worsening stream of terrible news relating to the country's 

nuclear power facilities, even the last remaining advocates of the technology must 

realise that we can't go on like this. It is over. Done. Finished. Nuclear energy cannot be 

controlled by humans, no matter how good the arguments might be in its favour. The 

danger of disaster is real, and it can happen at any time – even in a super high-tech 

country such as Japan. And it could also happen here in Germany. A sense of security 

when it comes to atomic reactors is no longer possible. Not anywhere.
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The earthquake in Japan is emerging as a decisive turning point in the history of nuclear 

technology. People learn from experience, and the lesson is clear: not everything that is 

technically possible is a good thing. New ways need to be found to cover the energy 

needs of a growing population. And people need to move faster on this issue than they 

have so far.

That is true worldwide and also, of course, in Germany. After the events of the weekend, 

anyone who tries to claim that it couldn't happen here looks ridiculous. In Japan there 

was a chain of unfortunate events: the devastating earthquake followed by the 

disastrous tsunami. That is true. But what is a disaster apart from a chain of unfortunate 

events? Be it plane crashes, car accidents or core meltdowns, something will always go 

wrong when people are involved. At some point this unfortunate chain of events will 

also hit us – or our neighbours, such as France, a nation which is so fond of nuclear 

energy. And what will happen then?

Merkel and her government want to review the safety standards at German nuclear 

power plants. By doing so, they hope to stifle the atomic energy debate. But why do the 

security measures need to be checked? Haven't we always being told that German 

nuclear power plants are the safest in the world?

Crisis meetings, security summits, special checks, those are the signs of a dying industry 

and the rearguard action of its political helpers. At some stage Germany will exit nuclear 

power – and sooner than advocates of the technology like to think. Old fears of a 

massive nuclear meltdown have resurfaced in Germany. Traditional nuclear critics 

within the Green party and the center-left Social Democrats will exploit these fears. A 

diehard pragmatist such as Merkel will certainly recognise this. And she will change her 

course. That much is certain.

But how quickly will Berlin be able to shift its tack on the issue? Is the country really 

moving quickly enough in its adoption of sustainable energies? Certainly not. The 

companies operating Germany's nuclear power plants are earning billions, but only a 

tiny fraction of those profits are being channelled into the expansion of the country's use 

of alternative energies. That must change.

Of course it would be nonsense to switch off all of Germany's power plants overnight 

just to appease the critics. But the development of sufficient quantities of renewable 

energies requires political resolve. And that resolve can only be generated once it 

becomes clear that Germany's nuclear power plants will soon be taken off the grid 

permanently. That was the logic behind the decision to phase out nuclear energy in 

Germany by 2022 – a policy established over a decade ago by Chancellor Gerhard 

Schröder's Social Democrats and their coalition partners, the Greens.

But that plan was reversed last autumn when Merkel's Christian Democrats, together 

with the business-friendly Free Democrats, put a halt to the phase-out and passed 

legislation extending the operating lives of Germany's nuclear power plants. Now it is 

clear: that decision was a mistake. And that mistake must now be corrected. No, it is no 

longer tempting to argue in favour of nuclear power. Not any more.

• This article has been provided by Spiegel as part of a special arrangement with the 

Guardian. For more from Germany's leading news magazine, visit Spiegel Online 

International 

Page 2 of 3Germany can no longer pretend nuclear power is safe | Roland Nelles | Comment is free | ...

3/23/2011http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2011/mar/14/japan-earthquake-nuclear-german...



Page 3 of 3Germany can no longer pretend nuclear power is safe | Roland Nelles | Comment is free | ...

3/23/2011http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2011/mar/14/japan-earthquake-nuclear-german...


