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Sea level rise ‘risks catastrophic
accident’ at proposed nuclear plant site
Conor McGlone 30 Apr 2020

The location of the proposed nuclear power plant Sizewell C
is “a highly unsuitable site” with projected sea level rise likely
to turn it into an island “risking a catastrophic accident”,
according to a new paper published yesterday.

The paper, written by structural engineer Nick Scarr, a member of the non-
profit organisation, the Nuclear Consulting Group, notes that climate science
was the justification for building Sizewell C in the first place, but that it had
been “interpreted in a highly selective manner when it comes to the choice of
location”. 

It notes that the ‘Joint Response of Suffolk Coastal District Council and
Suffolk County Council’ to EDF’s proposed project in March last year makes
clear that the Sizewell C development “has not been shown to have the
potential to be protected from coastal erosion or flood risk over the site life,
nor designed either with an element of fail-safe capacity or capability of
future adaptation to cope with unforeseen pressure”.

EDF claims that the Sizewell site benefits from ‘micro-stability’, which is
related to the ridges of offshore sub-sea coralline crag at the site.

But according to Scarr, hydrographic datasets show that there have been
significant changes in the position, shape, and existence of the Sizewell-
Dunwich ridges between 1868 and 1992. 
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“As the security of Sizewell C needs to be established beyond doubt for a
longer period than this (to at least the year 2150) the unconsolidated geology
of the coralline banks clearly cannot be relied upon to be stable,” he said.

“As median sea levels rise, the mitigating effect of the ridges over the power
of storm surges onto the Sizewell shore, even if the banks were to remain
the same, are diminished by greater depth. The Sizewell foreshore will then
become exposed to less constrained wave energies,” he added.

Scarr also said that as the sea level rises, there would be a higher baseline
from which storm surges can operate. “The causal effects described are
likely to result in the Sizewell nuclear complex becoming surrounded by
floodwater and consequently subject to erosion patterns linked to the
Sizewell bank dynamics,” he said.

An EDF spokesperson said the design of the power station, including its sea
defence and the raised platform it will be built on, “will protect Sizewell C
from flooding”.

The firm said it had carried out “extensive studies of the coastline” and “a
great deal of modelling to forecast potential future scenarios along the
Sizewell coast”.

The spokesperson added that when constructed, the permanent sea
defences would ensure the power station is safe to operate “at least in a 1 in
a 10,000-year storm event, taking into account climate change and sea-level
rise”. In addition they said that EDF had designed flexibility into the
defences, meaning they “could be raised during the lifetime of Sizewell C if
needed”. 
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Meanwhile, a group of 60 influential figures including politicians,
broadcasters and famous actors signed a letter to business secretary Alok
Sharma this week asking for a delay the application to build Sizewell C until
after the coronavirus crisis is over.

The group, which also included actors Bill Nighy, Helen Atkinson Wood and
Diana Quick, broadcasters Bill Turnbull and Libby Purves, called for the
government to delay EDF Energy’s Development Consent Order (DCO) until
after lockdown.

In response, EDF said it had already announced a delay to the planning
application on 26 March because of the coronavirus but that in early April
Suffolk local authorities said they supported EDF submitting a DCO in “the
next few weeks”. 

“It is important to stress that the examination stage of the planning
application process is unlikely to commence for approximately five to six
months,” they said.
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