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LOST EXPERTISE
Rebecca Bream on
the fall-out caused
by decades of
inactivity

Ithough there is a
shortage of engi-

neers and other
killed staff
throughout the energy

industry, nowhere is it more
acute than in nuclear power.
Especially in countries such
as the US and the UK, where
no reactors have been built
for several decades, much of
the nuclear workforce has
retired or moved into other
industries and there has not
been enough activity to
attract new talent.

As the US embarks on an
ambitious programme of
reactor building and the UK
government weighs up
whether to revive the coun-
try’s nuclear sector, there is
a growing recognition that
the lack of skills is a serious
problem.

Last month, the UK gov-
ernment’s department for
business raised this issue
with the Treasury, pointing
out that the country’s
Nuclear Installations Inspec-
torate might not have
enough inspectors to prop-
erly assess reactor designs if
the government decided to
allow their construction. The
department was lobbying the
Treasury to make more
money available so that the
NII could offer better pay
and compete with other
nuclear regulators around
the world, and with the pri-
vate sector.

Paul Howarth, director of

drain

But if the country embarks
on a programme of building
reactors, no end of fresh
blood can replace the sea-
soned experts who have left
the industry. Mr Haworth
says the quality of nuclear
regulation will suffer with-
out the presence of inspec-
tors with decades of experi-
ence. “What you need are
individuals with a lifetime of
understanding reactor sys-
tems, who can weigh up
designs and deem them safe.
You can’t have someone who
has just completed their
PhD.”

According to Tobias Read,
chief executive of specialist
recruitment agency EPC
Global, the skills shortage
means: “We are storing up a
problem of untold propor-
tions.” As well as extra
capacity for building nuclear
reactors, there is a growing
need for people with experi-
ence of dealing with nuclear
reactors at the end of their
lives, of decommissioning
and waste disposal.

In the UK, most of the
clean-up effort has been
managed by government-
owned British Nuclear
Fuels, but the group is being
broken up as part of the gov-
ernment’s privatisation of its
nuclear assets. This process
has created uncertainty for
the BNFL workforce, many
of whom have worked for
the group for their whole
careers.

Mike Parker, chief execu-
tive of BNFL, says that a
gradual sell-off of parts of
the group was chosen to
encourage people to stay
with the business. Many
BNFL staff had since made a
smooth transition to the pri-
vate sector, he says, and the
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Nuclear Institute, part of the
University of Manchester,
says there needs to be a big
push in the UK to attract
students back into nuclear

‘We have been
recruiting in a way
that we haven't
done since the
1960s and 1970s'

engineering. In 1970, govern-
ment funding for nuclear
research and development
was about £500m a year in
2000 terms, says Mr
Howarth. But in the 1980s
the UK energy industry
embarked on a “dash for
gas” and the Chernobyl dis-
aster destroyed public confi-
dence in nuclear safety. Gov-
ernment funding for nuclear
research dwindled to “virtu-
ally zero” by 2000. “Universi-
ties packed up their nuclear
engineering departments. If
you look at the academic
base, it has gradually disap-
peared,” says Mr Howarth.
The remaining nuclear spe-
cialists in UK universities
are nearing retirement age.
“We are losing our nuclear
expertise and capability.”

UK universities have
started making efforts to
reverse the nuclear brain
drain. The government’s
Nuclear Decommissioning
Authority has funded sev-
eral new centres within UK
universities, including Shef-
field and Manchester. “They
are a success story,” says Mr
Howarth. “These centres can
now survive by themselves.
And there are now young
people coming through the
university system.”

As UK energy policy
moves back towards endors-
ing nuclear power, students
are viewing nuclear engi-
neering as an attractive
career option again, though
the process of
rejuvenating the
industry will
take many
years.

gradual privatisation process
“preserves skills in the UK,
but brings in new knowl-
edge, innovation and skills
from the private sector”.

Skilled workers from coun-
tries such as France, Japan
and Canada that invested
more in nuclear power in the
past two decades are likely
to fill some of the jobs in the
UK and the US.

The industry is also sug-
gesting to national regula-
tors that more information
is shared between countries
about reactor models, to
reduce the number of inspec-
tors needed. The industry
argues that although regula-
tion must remain rigorous,
reactor designs that have
already been approved in
one country should not have
to go through such lengthy
approvals processes else-
where.

This fits into the idea of
standardisation which is
being promoted by the likes
of GE as a way to cut costs
and prevent construction
delays. GE has teamed up
with Hitachi of Japan to
form a nuclear joint venture,
GE-Hitachi Nuclear Energy,
which aims to share exper-
tise and standardise technol-
ogy in order to secure a big-
ger chunk of the new busi-
ness.

Andy White, chief execu-
tive of GE-Hitachi, says the
group’s first reaction to the
nuclear revival was to snap
up staff, starting in 2002.

“We have been recruiting
in a way that we haven’t
done since the 1960s and
1970s.”

The recruitment drive has
already helped change the
demographic of the work-
force; the average age of
GE’s nuclear engineers is
now 46, compared with 52 in
2002.

Another initiative was the
relocation of GE’s nuclear
headquarters in 2003 from
San Jose in California to
Wilmington in North Caro-
lina, where Mr White says it
has been easier to recruit
graduates.

It is early days for the GE-
Hitachi joint venture, says
Mr White, but the deal
should help the US group
avoid the worst of the skills
shortage.

“They come with
capacity. They have
800 nuclear engineers
that we can tap
into.”

Reactor core at
Windscale, 1957
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