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The China-Hong Kong Context

The events at Fukushima took place at a time of global revival in nuclear 
power development, with an estimated 360 GW of additional generating 
capacity projected to be developed by 2035 on top of the 390 GW already 
in use.1 The renewed interest arose mainly due to technological advances in 
nuclear power, and its potential as a low carbon energy source that would 
also provide energy security as energy demand and competition for fossil 
fuels increase across the world. 

Of particular relevance to Hong Kong on 11 March 2011 – the day of the 
Fukushima accident in Japan – was that China already had a substantial 
nuclear expansion programme in place with half the committed reactors 
planned for Guangdong Province. Moreover, Hong Kong has been buying 
nuclear power from the Daya Bay nuclear plant across the border since 1994, 
which represents approximately 23% of the city’s electricity source. Daya 
Bay is China’s fi rst commercial scale nuclear plant. A private Hong Kong 
electric utility listed on the Hong Kong stock exchange owns 25% of that 
investment.2

The HKSAR Government had also proposed in 2010 to change Hong Kong’s 
fuel mix to increase its nuclear component by means of increasing electricity 
import from Guangdong to 50% by 2020. By also increasing natural gas to 
power local electricity plants, Hong Kong could decrease its coal use to well 
below 10%, thereby enabling the city to meet its proposed carbon intensity 
reduction target.3  

Immediately post-Fukushima, the Chinese Government announced on 
16 March 2011 a full safety review of its existing plants,4 although its 
continuing commitment to nuclear energy was not in doubt. In May 2011, a 
series of supplementary measures to improve safety at nuclear plants were 
announced,5  and the full safety checks were completed in October 2011.6 In 
December 2011, the National Energy Administration said that China would 
make nuclear energy the foundation of its power-generation system in the 
next 10 to 20 years, adding as much as 300 GW of nuclear capacity over that 
period.7 As to questions about whether staffi ng capabilities could keep pace 
with China’s rapid expansion of nuclear energy,8 these and other questions 
related to safety and governance are expected to be covered in reports soon 
to be released, after which nuclear plant construction would resume. 

The HKSAR Government will obviously not push ahead until the national 
government’s position is clarifi ed, particularly as public acceptance of nuclear 
power may well have been shaken by what happened at Fukushima.9 
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With the Chinese Government about to formally announce its future plans 
for the expansion of nuclear energy, and with a new administration to take 
power in Hong Kong on 1 July 2012, Hong Kong has a decision to make about 
its position on nuclear energy. This paper discusses whether Hong Kong 
should simply view itself as a passive importer of nuclear electricity from 
Guangdong, or whether it has a role to play in terms of nuclear safety and 
nuclear governance as an importer of nuclear electricity, an investor in one 
of China’s nuclear plants, and most importantly as Guangdong’s neighbour 
since any major accident could affect a large number of people in the Pearl 
River Delta Region, including Hong Kong. 

Hong Kong has a 
decision to make 
about nuclear 
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2 Varying Post-Fukushima 
Perspectives

What happened at Fukushima has raised questions about the future of 
nuclear energy worldwide. The 9.0 magnitude earthquake and tsunami that 
struck Japan on 11 March 2011 created several sets of reactions around the 
world. 

The fi rst was that nuclear energy is unsafe. Although all nuclear reactors 
shut down as designed, the subsequent power outage caused by the tsunami 
resulted in a failure of the cooling systems, eventually leading to a major 
release of radioactive materials across four units. 

The second was that while nuclear energy itself may be safe, the residual risks 
are just too high when something goes wrong.  While the reactors did shut 
down as designed, other circumstances nevertheless created conditions that 
led to lethal levels of radiation being released causing land contamination 
and public health damage.

The third was that nuclear energy can be safe but the nuclear industry, 
governments and regulators cannot be trusted to manage risks responsibly. 
Japan is a developed economy and yet its management and regulatory 
systems failed at critical moments. 

The fourth was that nuclear energy is safe and systems and institutions 
operating and regulating it can be well-managed. 

Governments of countries relying on nuclear energy made safety assessments 
of their own reactors and regulatory systems to see what lessons could be 
learned from Fukushima. It can be seen from these gradations of concerns 
that while the post-Fukushima debate has been dominated by technical and 
safety considerations, there are important socio-economic dimensions to 
consider as well.
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Arising Themes

There are THREE recurrent themes arising from the nuclear expansion debate 
particularly for places that already have nuclear energy:

3.1 Reversal vs. Advance

The current nuclear debate has two key strands for countries that use nuclear 
energy: (a) emphasize risks and withdrawal of policy support for nuclear 
energy; and (b) conduct safety review, then articulate steps to decrease risks, 
followed by continued support of nuclear energy. 

Japan under the Naoto Kan government10 and Germany under the Angela 
Merkel government11 have adopted (a)12 while Britain, France, the US, and 
China have adopted (b). Those who adopted (a) must fi nd alternative energy 
sources. The question remains as to whether they may have to switch back to 
using more fossil fuels to some extent.13 Those who adopted (b) emphasized 
the urgent need to decarbonize electricity in order to fi ght climate change, 
and increase energy independence. Britain has solidifi ed its support for 
eight new nuclear plants in July 2011,14 while the US has approved two 
new reactors in February 2012.15 In the case of France, which relies heavily 
on nuclear energy (74%), its regulator recommended improved protection 
for nuclear plants and the Nicolas Sarkozy government pledged further 
investment in nuclear power.16 

This suggests that Fukushima has had both a reversal as well as a ratcheting-
up effect on nuclear energy development in various countries. 

3.2 Economics of Nuclear Power

Who fi nances nuclear development? In Britain, development of new 
facilities is expected to be fi nanced with private sector investments without 
government subsidy,17 while the US administration has offered conditional 
loan guarantees.18 In China, the development, expansion and fi nancing of 
nuclear energy is tightly controlled by the authorities but minority ownership 
of nuclear plants is possible, such as with Daya Bay. Irrespective of who owns 
the investment, in the event of a serious accident, Fukushima serves as a 
reminder that compensations could be enormous and governments have to 
be involved one way or another.19 In other words, public resources will be 
needed. 

Public opposition to nuclear energy will make it harder for both governments 
and private investors but the degree of public acceptance of nuclear power 
differs from country to country. Where reactors are sited also make a 
difference – when proposed sites are on or near to existing reactors, they 
may be more acceptable. 
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3.3 Safety and Ethics

Fukushima led various governments to review nuclear energy governance 
and safety procedures. For example, the US Nuclear Regulatory Commission’s 
inspection looked at US operating plants to deal with power losses or 
damage to large areas of a reactor site following extreme events and 
concluded that “all the reactors would be kept safe even in the event 
their regular safety systems were affected by these events, although a 
few plants have to do a better job maintaining the necessary resources 
and procedures”.20 The UK’s report from the Offi ce for Nuclear Regulation 
stressed nuclear power was safer than it has ever been, there was no reason 
for curtailing the operation of nuclear plants in Britain, and made wide-
ranging recommendations of lessons learned from Fukushima.21 

The German government’s decision to withdraw from nuclear power was 
framed in terms of ruling out future devastating risks, and that a non-
nuclear future was possible because there were less risky energy alternatives, 
in particular developing renewable power such as wind and solar, plus 
promoting energy effi ciency22 and reverting to using more fossil fuels.23 The 
decision was not without controversy; opponents argued nuclear energy was 
necessary to mitigate climate change and deliver a secure energy system.24 
Thus, the German decision is a trade-off between potential devastating risks 
in case of an accident vs. mitigating climate change and increasing energy 
security. 

Many post-
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Hong Kong to Increase 
Nuclear Literacy

Hong Kong cannot avoid taking a position on nuclear energy because 
it is already a major nuclear user although this fact is not appreciated 
by many people, as could be seen from a survey carried out in November 
2010.25 

The HKSAR Government and the public must take a view and play a positive 
role because the outcome affects the city’s energy future. To participate in 
that deliberation requires some understanding of energy and basic literacy in 
nuclear issues.

In view of the fact that Hong Kong’s neighbour, Guangdong Province, 
already has several nuclear reactors and is building more, Hong Kong should 
take an active interest in nuclear safety and nuclear governance issues 
irrespective of whether it imports or how much nuclear power it imports 
from its neighbour.26   

At a minimum, Hong Kong should increase its understanding of not only the 
basic features of nuclear power operation and its many mandatory safety 
systems, but also the signifi cant safety issues such as accidents prevention, 
mitigation, and evacuation procedures.  At the same time, Hong Kong should 
consider exploring how it may be able to play a positive and constructive role 
vis-à-vis China’s oversight and development of nuclear power.
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