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Two-Thirds of Americans Favor Nuclear Energy;
Public Divided on Building New Nuclear Plants
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Two-thirds of the public now say they favor the
use of nuclear energy. Most significant, the gap
between those who favor and oppose nuclear energy
is much greater now than it was 20 years ago, when
the public was equally divided in their feelings about
nuclear energy. Now, those who are favorable out-
number those opposed by two to one. In 1983,

49 percent favored the use of nuclear energy, and
46 percent were opposed. Today, 64 percent favor
the use of nuclear energy, and 31 percent oppose it.
Five percent are unsure.

There are 103 nuclear power plants in the United
States that produce 20 percent of the nation’s elec-
tricity. Almost all nuclear power plant owners are
expected to seek U.S. Nuclear Regulatory
Commission approval to renew their plants’ licenses.
In the past two and a half years, license renewals
have been granted for 16 reactors—most recently to
Exelon’s two Peach Bottom reactors in Pennsylvania
and Dominion Energy’s four Surry and North Anna
reactors in Virginia.

A near consensus of Americans supports license
renewal for nuclear power plants that continue to
meet federal safety standards. Currently, 80 percent

of U.S. adults support license renewal, compared with 64 percent
who favor the use of nuclear energy. That difference shows that
some people may not favor nuclear energy but, as a practical matter,
support extending the years of operation of the assets we have now.

Favorability to Nuclear Energy

Question: “Do you strongly favor, somé' hat favor, some-
W hat oppose, or strongly oppose the use of nuclear energy as
one of theW ays to provide electricity in the United States?”

Percentages
FAVOR 64
OPPOSE 31
Strongly Favor 22
Somewhat Favor 42
Somewhat Oppose 17
Strongly Oppose 14

Don't Know 5
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1All the data cited are from national surveys by Bisconti Research Inc. for the Nuclear Energy Institute, conducted through telephone interviews with nationally representative

samples of 1,000 adults, margin of error plus or minus three percentage points. The May 2003 survey was by Bisconti Research Inc. with RoperASW.
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A majority across all demographic segments
supports nuclear energy—including men and
women and different age groups. Nearly three-
fourths of those who said their electric company
operates a nuclear power plant are in favor of
nuclear energy.

Most surveys show that nuclear power plant
neighbors are more favorable to nuclear energy
than the public at large. Possible explanations
for this level of support include familiarity with
the facility, friends and neighbors who work at
the plant, significant contributions to the local
economy, good operating performance and
good public relations. Also, many nuclear power
plants have information centers. Some were-
closed after Sept. 11, 2000, owing to increased
security, but public information centers histori-
cally have been a significant part of electric com-
pany outreach, especially for educators and stu-
dents.
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Percent Who Favor Use of Nuclear
Energy as a Source of Electricity
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ALL ADULTS 64

Men 68

Women
Registered Voters
Northeast
Midwest 67

South 70
West
18-34
35-49 70

50+ 66

Environmentalist 64
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A convergence of factors in recent years has boosted public
support for nuclear energy. A major factor is the overall effi-
cient and safe performance of nuclear power plants. Support
is difficult to maintain without good performance.

News about electricity shortages facing some parts of the
nation in 2001 surely played a key role in increasing public
support for nuclear energy at that time. The public heard
about electricity problems in California and elsewhere and
lamented unusually high prices of gasoline for cars. The con-
tinuing conflict in the Middle East, including the war in Iraq,
reminds the public of the danger of depending on oil from
unstable parts of the world. Any energy problem—even if not
directly related to electricity—serves as a reminder to the pub-
lic that energy might not always be there when we want it.
These reminders jolt people out of their complacency.

Unlike some measures of public opinion on
nuclear energy that are consistent over time, the
public’s attitude about building new nuclear power
plants is fickle. Support for building new plants
peaked at 66 percent in March 2001, then dropped
to 55 percent in October 2002 and to 50 percent this
May. Although 50 percent agreed with this proposi-
tion in May, 44 percent disagreed and 6 percent
were unsure.

Support for building more nuclear power plants
is closely related to public perception of the need
for more electricity. That perception has receded.
Electricity appears to be abundant. The price of
gasoline for cars at the time of the May survey was

Percent Agree

decreasing, and there are few remnants of energy
shortages in the United States.

The May survey asked, in an open-ended ques-
tion, “What do you see as the most important energy
issues facing the United States?” No one mentioned
electricity shortages. The issues most often men-
tioned were:

fossil fuels—we’re too dependent on them,
and we will run out (37 percent)
dependence on foreign energy (19 percent)
energy cost (12 percent)

need clean, non-polluting energy sources
(6 percent).

In recent years, industry leaders have become more outspo-
ken about the future prospects for renewing existing nuclear
power plant licenses and even building new reactors. A possi-
ble resurgence for nuclear energy has been widely reported in
the media since the electricity shortages a few years ago.

Americans are more inclined to support building more
plants when they see an urgent need for them—that is, when
current energy problems are publicized. But in order for more
nuclear power plants to be available to help meet future
needs, the industry cannot wait for energy shortages to plan
for new reactors. Absent a sense of urgency, new plants may
not garner overwhelming support at the national level, but
they may be sufficiently supported at the local level where
existing plants have a history of good performance and good-
neighbor relations that build trust.
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The nuclear industry provides added value by
producing large amounts of electricity while avoid-
ing greenhouse gas emissions and other air pollu-
tants. New Jersey’s campaign to reduce greenhouse
gas emissions is an excellent case study of this value.
A recent report by the Pew Center on Global Climate
Change found that New Jersey’s reduction rate for
greenhouse gases between 1998 and 2002 put the
state on pace to surpass its 2005 reduction goal. The
report points to this reason: “Much of this decrease
can be attributed to changes in electricity supply,
such as increased reliance on nuclear power, unre-
lated to the new state programs.”?

Also, nuclear energy can play a major role in
helping states and regions meet the federal govern-
ment’s Clean Air Act requirements for sulfur dioxide,
smog-causing nitrogen oxide and mercury. States
now credit companies for reducing their emissions
from fossil plants. Some states may credit companies
for avoiding emissions in the first place by increasing
their production of electricity from non-emitting
sources. And some states may include nuclear power
plants along with renewables for emissions
allowances in clean air programs, as is the case in
New Hampshire.

The idea of providing tangible benefits to nuclear
power plants for emissions avoidance made sense to
most people, according to the May survey. The sur-
vey tested reactions to the concept with the question
below:

» Question: “Nuclear energy plants emit no air
pollution or greenhouse gases" hile generating
large amounts of electricity. This pollution
avoidance helps states complyW ith federal
Clean Air Act regulations and also limits the
potentially negative effects of global climate
change. Tangible benefits are earned by fossil
fuel plants for reducing their emissions. Should
similar benefits be available to nuclear energy
plants for avoiding emissions?”

Percent Saying Nuclear Power
Plants Should Receive Benefits for
Avoiding Emissions

ALL ADULTS 73
Men 73
Women 72
Northeast 71
Midwest 73
South 77
West 66
st power 76
Environmentalist 74
Republican 75
Democratic 75
Independent 71
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Percentage Supporting Benefits

For more information on public opinion about nuclear energy issues, please visit www.nei.org
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