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Measures moving through Congress to encourage new reactors
are receiving broad bipartisan support, as lawmakers embrace a
once-contentious technology.

The Vogtle nuclear power plant in Georgia, whose two new reactors cost $35 billion,
nearly double the initial estimates. Kendrick Brinson for The New York Times

By Brad Plumer
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March 1, 2024

The House this week overwhelmingly passed legislation meant to

speed up the development of a new generation of nuclear power

plants, the latest sign that a once-contentious source of energy is

now attracting broad political support in Washington.

The 365-to-36 vote on Wednesday reflected the bipartisan nature of

the bill, known as the Atomic Energy Advancement Act. It received

backing from Democrats who support nuclear power because it

does not emit greenhouse gases and can generate electricity 24

hours a day to supplement solar and wind power. It also received

support from Republicans who have downplayed the risks of

climate change but who say that nuclear power could bolster the

nation’s economy and energy security.

“It’s been fascinating to see how bipartisan advanced nuclear

power has become,” said Joshua Freed, who leads the climate and

energy program at Third Way, a center-left think tank. “This is not

an issue where there’s some big partisan or ideological divide.”

The bill would direct the Nuclear Regulatory Commission, which

oversees the nation’s nuclear power plants, to streamline its

processes for approving new reactor designs. The legislation,

which is backed by the nuclear industry, would also increase hiring

at the commission, reduce fees for applicants, establish financial

prizes for novel types of reactors and encourage the development

of nuclear power at the sites of retiring coal plants.

Together, the changes would amount to “the most significant

update to nuclear energy policy in the United States in over a

generation,” said Representative Jeff Duncan, Republican of South

Carolina, a lead sponsor of the bill.

In the Senate, Republicans and Democrats have written their own

legislation to promote nuclear power. The two chambers are

expected to discuss how to reconcile their differences in the coming

months, but final passage is not assured, particularly with so many

other spending bills still in limbo.

“If Congress was functioning well, this is one of those bills you’d

expect to sail through,” said Mr. Freed.

Nuclear power currently generates 18 percent of the nation’s

electricity, but only three reactors have been completed in the

United States since 1996. Although some environmentalists remain

concerned about radioactive waste and reactor safety, the biggest

obstacle facing nuclear power today is cost.

U.S. Bets on Small Nuclear Reactors to Help Fix a
Huge Climate Problem

Conventional nuclear plants have become extremely expensive to

build, and some electric utilities have gone bankrupt trying. Two

recent reactors built at the Vogtle nuclear power plant in Georgia

cost $35 billion, double the initial estimates.

In response, nearly a dozen companies are developing a new

generation of smaller reactors a fraction of the size of those at

Vogtle. The hope is that these reactors would have a smaller

upfront price tag, making it less risky for utilities to invest in them.

That, in turn, could help the industry start driving down costs by

building the same type of reactor again and again.
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Trump’s plan to accept a luxury jet from Qatar shows how emboldened he

has become.

House Republicans outlined plans for a far-reaching tax bill.

Hollywood groups called for tax changes after Trump’s tariff threat.

The Biden administration has voiced strong support for nuclear

power as it seeks to transition the country away from fossil fuels;

the Department of Energy has offered billions of dollars to help

build advanced reactor demonstration projects in Wyoming and

Texas.

But before a new reactor can be built, its design must be reviewed

by the Nuclear Regulatory Commission. Some Democrats and

Republicans in Congress have criticized the N.R.C. for being too

slow in approving new designs. Many of the regulations that the

commission uses, they say, were designed for an older era of

reactors and are no longer appropriate for advanced reactors that

may be inherently safer.

“Tackling the climate crisis means we must modernize our

approach to all clean energy sources, including nuclear,” said

Representative Diana DeGette, Democrat of Colorado. “Nuclear

energy is not a silver bullet, but if we’re going to get to net zero

carbon emissions by 2050, it must be part of the mix.”

Among other changes, the House bill would require the N.R.C. to

consider not just reactor safety but also “the potential of nuclear

energy to improve the general welfare” and “the benefits of nuclear

energy technology to society.”

Proponents of this change say it would make the N.R.C. more

closely resemble other federal safety agencies like the Food and

Drug Administration, which weighs both the risks and benefits of

new drugs. In the past, critics say, the N.R.C. has focused too

heavily on the risks.

But that provision updating the N.R.C.’s mission was opposed by

three dozen progressive Democrats who voted against the bill and

said it could undermine reactor safety. The specific language is not

in the Senate’s nuclear bill.

Even if Congress approves new legislation, the nuclear industry

faces other challenges. Many utilities remain averse to investing in

novel technologies, and reactor developers have a long history of

failing to build projects on time and under budget.

Last year, NuScale Power, a nuclear startup, announced it was

canceling plans to build six smaller reactors in Idaho. The project,

which had received significant federal support and was meant to

demonstrate the technology, had already advanced far through the

N.R.C. process. But NuScale struggled with rising costs and was

ultimately unable to sign up enough customers to buy its power.

Will nuclear fusion save us?
The New York Times Climate Desk
answered readers’ questions about
climate change. Have one?

Brad Plumer is a Times reporter who covers technology and policy efforts to address
global warming.
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The Latest on the Trump Administration

Legal Tool Key to Civil Rights Enforcement: President Trump has ordered federal

agencies to halt their use of “disparate-impact liability,” which has been used to

assess whether policies discriminate against different groups.

Librarian of Congress Is Fired: The White House said that Carla Hayden, the first

African American and first woman to serve as the head of the institution, was fired

because she promoted diversity, equity and inclusion. The Broadway musical

“Dead Outlaw” announced that it had decided not to perform at the library “upon

learning of the termination.”

Pentagon’s Crackdown on Diversity Policies: The Pentagon continued its purge

of anything related to diversity, equity and inclusion, ordering all military leaders,

commands and academies to review all of the books in their libraries that address

racism and sexism.

Trump and the G.O.P. Money World: The president is harnessing the Republican

Party’s all-encompassing deference to him to exert even greater control over the

G.O.P. big-money world, which had long been one of the party’s final remaining

redoubts of Trump skepticism.

White Afrikaners as Refugees: Although the president halted virtually all other

refugee admissions shortly after he took office, the Trump administration is

planning to bring the first group of white South Africans it has classified as

refugees to the United States, according to officials briefed on the plans and

documents obtained by the Times.

Holocaust Museum and Trump Firings: Board members of the U.S. Holocaust

Memorial Museum argued over email after a Biden appointee sent a scathing

letter invoking the Holocaust as he denounced the museum’s silence on Trump’s

firings of board members.

How We Report on the Trump Administration

Hundreds of readers asked about our coverage of the president. Times editors and

reporters responded to some of the most common questions.
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