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Meetings the Energy Challenge: Is Nuclear an Option? 
 
Future energy demand of Sri Lanka is expected to rise around 10% annually with the rapid economic 
development of the country. Currently hydro power makes up a large portion of the total electricity 
generation in the country with thermal and wind power contributing to a lesser extent. Coal power plants 
currently under construction in the north-east could also make a significant contribution to the electricity 
supply in the future. 
 
As the country’s major hydropower potential is fully utilized by now, it is essential to focus on 
alternative energy sources to meet the future energy demand.  Considering the location, size of the 
country, population, projected economic growth and main industries, this can be achieved effectively 
with a sustainable solution.  
 
Most developed countries currently focus on two main areas in order to meet the future energy demand. 
These are improvements to the existing generation, transmission, distribution infrastructure and 
increased emphasis on renewable energy generation. Based on recent studies, around 15% of the 
generated electricity is wasted by the time it reaches the consumer. Improving the electricity grid 
efficiency is therefore vital to utilise the increased generation capacity effectively. Moreover large scale 
renewable energy sources such as wind and solar are becoming increasingly attractive and economically 
viable as a solution for increased demand even in developing countries.  Tens of billions of dollars are 
also spent annually to further develop renewable energy technologies and products. 
 
Year around availability of the sun shine and wind power potential of 26 GW (Source -Solar and Wind 
Energy Resource Assessment) makes large scale solar and wind energy generation highly attractive in 
Sri Lanka. Solar energy generation can be in the form of solar photovoltaic or solar thermal systems. 
Solar PV for example has a life span of around 30 years and comes with advantages such as short 
commissioning times and minimal operating costs. Gird connected solar PV is attractive as a local 
supply and reduces transmission and distribution losses. On the other hand, off grid solar PV is 
particularly attractive in Sri Lanka for supplying electricity for rural communities where grid connection 
is prohibitively expensive.  
 
Large scale deployment of onshore and offshore wind farms is also possible due to the availability of 
economically viable wind sites in many parts of the country. Again the short commissioning times, long 
life span and low running costs make wind energy attractive as a renewable energy source. Mini hydro 
power, Bio mass and Tidal power could also make a significant contribution to the country’s power 
generation capacity in the future. All these energy sources produce very low amount of carbon 
emissions during their operating life cycles. 
 
Nuclear energy was also proposed as solution for Sri Lanka over the past few years. It is attractive due 
to very high centralized generation capability, reliability and low carbon emissions during operation. 
However, it suffers from drawbacks such as very high initial capital cost running into tens of billions of 
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dollars for a single plant, short term availability of nuclear fuel which can last only for 30-40 years and 
long commissioning times around 10-20 years. More importantly most developed countries pay less 
attention to nuclear energy due to the increased safety concerns, difficulties and cost of managing 
nuclear waste which can be active for thousands of years, very high decommissioning costs and liability 
insurance cost.    
 
Researchers at Massachusetts Institute of Technology and Cambridge University recently proposed 
improvements to current nuclear technology which could be commercially available around 2030. These 
studies clearly show the deficiencies of the current technology and safety mechanisms and need for 
essential improvements before nuclear energy becomes a feasible solution to world’s energy demand. 
Therefore it is not advisable for Sri Lanka to consider nuclear energy in the near future.  
 
Sri Lankan government’s drive to increase renewable energy generation and to reduce dependence on 
petroleum based thermal power and coal power is highly commendable. Also it is encouraging to see the 
rise of local and foreign investments in this area particularly mini hydro, bio-mass, wind and solar 
power. While setting trends in the region with increased renewable energy generation, Sri Lanka could 
also gain significantly by manufacturing renewable energy products such as solar panels, power 
conditioning equipment and wind turbines.  
 
Expatriate Sri Lankan engineers and scientists are currently collaborating with local counterparts in 
developing latest renewable energy technologies and products such as next generation solar cells, solar 
inverters, wind generators and high efficiency grid components. These professionals are working to 
contribute to country’s development by sharing their experiences and capacity building for new 
technologies. 
 
Considering all above facts and assuming the current energy policies to continue for the foreseeable 
future, Sri Lanka is well placed to meet the future energy demand with minimum social, economic and 
environmental costs avoiding expensive and un-safe nuclear energy. 
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