 Tragedy in Japan-implications for India- by S L Rao
   The world commiserates with Japan in time of tragedy. A rich first world country is in a few minutes reduced to a poor third world country. A very severe earthquake, resulting tsunami, an erupting volcano, all in the midst of a Japan weakened by a graying demography, economic stagnation for over ten years, poor political leadership, is capped by fuel rods losing their coolants. Leakage of radiation into the atmosphere, a possible meltdown of reactors and the worst nuclear energy catastrophe the world has seen. 

   Ever since global warming and climate change primarily due to high carbon emissions caused mainly by the burning of coal led to the world looking for alternatives to coal as fuel for generating electricity. Gas was an alternative but its finite availability and fluctuating price were deterrents. Wind, solar and other renewables could meet only a fraction of the demand and would be more expensive for the consumer. There was not much scope for fresh hydro electric power in many countries, as in India.  Nuclear energy had taken a back seat because of uncertainties on the disposal of radioactive waste and the fear of explosive material falling into terrorist hands. But it was back in consideration because of the unlimited amounts of energy that it could produce. Nuclear energy is more expensive but technology can be expected to develop further and reduce costs. For India, as thorium becomes a proven fuel for nuclear energy generation, India which has extensive reserves of thorium will have access to unlimited quantities of energy. 

   The tragic happenings in Japan show that we cannot forecast natural disasters and their consequences. Japan has no fuel resources. Dependence on oil and gas from the Gulf, coal from Australia, make the country very vulnerable. Japan has despite this huge dependence on imported fuels, become the competitive workshop of the world. Nuclear energy was a difficult but logical choice for the only country to have suffered the holocaust of nuclear bombs. For an earthquake prone country it was a risk. The earthquake caused the tsunami which flooded the nuclear plants. In coming months there will be careful scrutiny as to whether the technology, the location, the concentration of so much nuclear capacity in on location, was the wisest course. 

   India is in a similar situation to japan. We have little in terms of fuel resources. Our demand for energy is growing at exponential speed. We do not have a surplus of any fuel source except perhas an unusable one today, thorium. Nuclear energy will add a great deal to our non-carbon emitting energy. 

   But we will have to think again on similar considerations-location, concentration, technology to avoid the kind of loss of cooling and possible meltdown, protection from tsunamis and earthquakes, and so forth. Concentrations in single locations like Jaitapur appear to be difficult to get through in future. The capacities desired may not happen. We will have to use a lot more coal and gas than we had planned.   We will need to adjust electricity tariffs upwards. We must price gas in a manner that windfall profits do not occur.  Japan has closed the confidence with whch this government signed the nuclear deal with the USA, (541)

