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The history behind Germany's nuclear phase-out

The nuclear phase-out is as much part of the Energiewende (energy transition) as the move
towards a low-carbon economy. Despite ongoing quarrels over its costs and an international
perception that “German angst (https://www.cleanenergywire.org/news/nuclear-power-
wouldnt-have-stood-chance-even-without-chernobyl) ” caused the government to shut down
reactors after the Fukushima accident, a majority of Germans is still in favour of putting an end
to nuclear power.

A contradictory approach? Germany wants to curb greenhouse gas
(/glossary/letter_g#greenhouse_gas) emissions but at the same time will shut down all of its nuclear
power stations, which in the year 2000 had a 29.5 per cent share of the power generation mix. In 2020
the share was down to 11.4 percent (https://www.cleanenergywire.org/factsheets/germanys-energy-
consumption-and-power-mix-charts) , and by 2022 all nuclear plants are going to be shut down. The
country is pursuing the target (https://www.cleanenergywire.org/factsheets/germanys-greenhouse-
gas-emissions-and-climate-targets) of �lling the gap with renewable energy. This factsheet provides
the background on Germany’s decision to phase out nuclear energy.

The anti-nuclear movement

Germany has set itself a dual goal with its energy transition, or Energiewende:  The country wants to
move from fossil fuel-based energy generation to a largely carbon-free energy sector while also
phasing out nuclear energy by 2022. What many international observers have portrayed as a panic
reaction following the Fukushima-disaster in 2011 actually has a long history and is deeply rooted in
German society.

Anti-nuclear movements started in Germany in the 1970s when local initiatives organised protests
against plans to build nuclear power stations. Rallies and legal challenges against individual projects
were supported locally across party lines. In 1975, 28,000 protesters occupied the construction site of a
nuclear power plant in Wyhl (http://energytransition.de/%20) (in the southwestern state of Baden-
Württemberg) and managed to stop construction. After the accident at the U.S. nuclear power plant
Three Mile Island in 1979, around 200,000 people took to the streets in Hannover and Bonn
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(http://www.klimaretter.info/protest/hintergrund/8705-die-groessten-anti-atom-demos-aller-
zeiten) , demonstrating against the use of nuclear power. More protests followed wherever locations for
radioactive waste processing and storage (/glossary/letter_s#storage) were considered. The anti-
nuclear movement was one of the key driving factors behind the foundation of the Green Party
(http://www.gruene.de/partei/30-gruene-jahre-30-gruene-geschichten/30-gruene-jahre-9-anti-
atom-bewegung.html) (Bündnis 90/Die Grünen) in 1980.

The nuclear catastrophe in Chernobyl (http://www.bpb.de/apuz/59680/eine-kurze-geschichte-der-
deutschen-antiatomkraftbewegung?p=all%20) (in today’s Ukraine) in April 1986 caused widespread
fear of nuclear power and strengthened the anti-nuclear sentiment. A majority of Germans were
concerned about the risks of the technology (http://www.bpb.de/apuz/59680/eine-kurze-geschichte-
der-deutschen-antiatomkraftbewegung?p=all) . Most politicians began to stress that nuclear was a
“transient” technology but not the future (http://www.bpb.de/apuz/59680/eine-kurze-geschichte-
der-deutschen-antiatomkraftbewegung?p=all) , and after 1989 no new commercial nuclear power
stations
(http://www.bundesnetzagentur.de/DE/Sachgebiete/ElektrizitaetundGas/Unternehmen_Institutionen/V
node.html) were built. Public protests continued in the 1990s, mostly against the transport of spent
nuclear fuel elements to and from waste processing facilities and prospective waste storage
(/glossary/letter_s#storage) sites (e.g. Gorleben and Schacht Konrad, Lower Saxony).

Nuclear phase-out – opting out and back in again

After the Social Democrats (SPD (https://www.cleanenergywire.org/experts/spd-social-democratic-
party) ) and the Green Party (https://www.cleanenergywire.org/experts/green-party) won the elections
in 1998, the government of Gerhard Schroeder (SPD (https://www.cleanenergywire.org/experts/spd-
social-democratic-party) ) reached what became known as the “nuclear consensus”
(http://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/dokumentation-atomkonsens-und-seine-restlaufzeit-
147737.html) with the big utilities (https://www.cleanenergywire.org/factsheets/german-utilities-
and-energiewende) . They agreed to limit the lifespan of nuclear power stations to 32 years. The plan
allocated each plant an amount of electricity that it could produce before it had to be shut down. Because
nuclear power generation can vary, the plan did not set an exact date for the complete phase-out. But in
theory, the last one would have had to close in 2022. New nuclear power plants were banned altogether.
The agreement became law in 2002 (Atomgesetz). Two plants (Stade and Obrigheim) were taken o�ine
in 2003 and 2005. The opposition Christian Democratic Union (CDU
(https://www.cleanenergywire.org/experts/cdu-christian-democratic-union) ) and its chairwoman,
Angela Merkel, objected to the agreement, calling it a “destruction of national property”
(http://www.spiegel.de/politik/deutschland/konsens-bei-atomgespraechen-der-ausstieg-kommt-
aber-keiner-weiss-wann-a-80879.html) that would be revoked if the CDU
(https://www.cleanenergywire.org/experts/cdu-christian-democratic-union) came to power.

When the CDU (https://www.cleanenergywire.org/experts/cdu-christian-democratic-union) /CSU
(https://www.cleanenergywire.org/experts/csu-christian-social-union) won the elections in 2009 and
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formed a coalition with the Free Democrats (FDP (https://www.cleanenergywire.org/experts/fdp-free-
democratic-party) ), they extended the operating time by eight years for seven nuclear plants and 14
years for the remaining ten. This became known as the “phase-out of the (nuclear) phase-out”
(Ausstieg aus dem Ausstieg). However, in the wake of the nuclear catastrophe in Fukushima, Japan, the
Merkel government decided in June 2011 to shut down eight nuclear plants and limit the operation of
the remaining nine to 2022
(http://www.bundestag.de/dokumente/textarchiv/2011/34915890_kw26_angenommen_abgelehnt/205
. Over 80 percent of parliamentarians voted for the bill in the Bundestag (federal parliament). Die Linke
(Left Party (https://www.cleanenergywire.org/experts/left-party) ) only objected because it wanted a
faster exit and the measure’s inclusion in the constitution. Polls
(https://www.welt.de/newsticker/news1/article200099220/Umfragen-60-Prozent-der-Deutschen-
befuerworten-schnellen-Ausstieg-aus-Atomkraft.html) in the following years always showed a
majority of the population to be in favour of phasing out nuclear power in the country.
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Nuclear power in the global context

Despite the attention Germany gets, it is not the only country in Europe to phase-out nuclear energy
(http://www.worldnuclearreport.org/-2014-.html) . Italy (http://www.world-nuclear.org/information-
library/country-pro�les/countries-g-n/italy.aspx) , Belgium (http://www.world-
nuclear.org/information-library/country-pro�les/countries-a-f/belgium.aspx) and Switzerland
(http://www.world-nuclear.org/information-library/country-pro�les/countries-o-
s/switzerland.aspx) have also principally decided to be or become nuclear energy-free. Others such as
Denmark, Ireland, Portugal and Austria will remain nuclear free.

Britain, France, Poland, Finland, the Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary want to keep nuclear power
in their energy mix and even plan to build new reactors
(http://www.euronuclear.org/info/encyclopedia/n/nuclear-power-plant-europe.htm) .

The French government passed an energy transition bill (http://www2.developpement-
durable.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/16172-GB_loi-TE-les-actions_DEF_light.pdf) in 2015, specifying that the
country will reduce its share (http://www.world-nuclear-news.org/NP-New-French-energy-policy-
to-limit-nuclear-1806144.html) of nuclear energy from 75 to 50 percent by 2025 but said in November
(https://www.reuters.com/article/us-france-nuclearpower/france-postpones-target-for-cutting-
nuclear-share-of-power-production-idUSKBN1D71TM) 2017 that this target was not realistic and
would endanger the security of supply.

Japan (http://www.world-nuclear.org/information-library/country-pro�les/countries-g-n/japan-
nuclear-power.aspx) turned o� its 50 nuclear power reactors in the wake of Fukushima, but the
government decided in 2014 to start operating reactors again after a security check.

In the United States (https://www.nrc.gov/reading-rm/doc-collections/datasets/) , all but one of the 99
operational commercial reactors (producing about 20 percent
(https://www.nrc.gov/reactors/power.html) of the total electric energy use) became operational before
the year 2000. Since 2012, ten nuclear power station units are under construction, according to
(https://www.nrc.gov/reading-rm/doc-collections/datasets/) the United States Nuclear Regulatory
Commission (NRC).

31 countries operate nuclear power plants. The World Nuclear Industry Status Report 2017
(https://www.worldnuclearreport.org/IMG/pdf/20170912wnisr2017-en-lr.pdf) said that global nuclear
power generation increased by 1.4 percent in 2016 due to a 23 percent increase in China but the share of
nuclear power in electricity generation stagnated at 10.5 percent. It had declined steadily from a historic
peak of 17.6 percent in 1996.
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The average age of operating nuclear reactors was 29.3 years in 2017. As of July 2017, 53 new reactor
units were under construction. While the average construction time is seven years, seven of the reactors
have been under construction for more than a decade
(https://www.worldnuclearreport.org/IMG/pdf/20170912wnisr2017-en-lr.pdf) .

Between 2000 and 2013, global investment
(http://www.iea.org/publications/freepublications/publication/weio2014.pdf) in new power plants
went mainly into renewables (57 percent (https://www.worldnuclearreport.org/IMG/pdf/201408msc-
worldnuclearreport2014-lr-v4.pdf) ), followed by fossil fuels (40 percent), while only three percent of
investment was spent on nuclear energy.

(#_edn8)

This Factsheet was �rst published in July 2015.
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