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Overview
The relatively low carbon footprint of nuclear energy development, when compared to fossil fuel alternatives, is widely heralded as one of the main factors influencing the current policy trend in the UK. This paper examines the shift in UK nuclear energy policy in the 21st century from a position opposed to atomic energy expansion to one in its favour, using the theories of ecological modernisation (EM) and industrial ecology (IE) to analyse the transition.
Methods
Recent publications have applied the theory of ecological modernisation to the problem of carbon governance, specifically the EU Emissions Trading Scheme and the carbon offsets market,1 but this paper seeks to develop these ideas and to apply EM theory to the carbon price support mechanisms proposed by the UK Treasury in December 2010. Further, theories of industrial ecology are contrasted with those of ecological modernisation in the context of the UK nuclear energy sector and are supported by analysis of questionnaires, interviews and focus groups conducted with nuclear stakeholders in 2010 – early 2011.
Results
This study builds on previous analytical comparisons of ecological modernisation and industrial ecology2 but is unique in using the nuclear energy industry as a case-study. Further, the wider energy sector has not been examined in the context of EM theories for some time3 and this study serves as a useful aid to comparison both between countries and over decadal time periods.
Conclusions
In its conclusion, the paper argues that regulatory consistency across the UK government on the matter of nuclear governance, specifically within the context of the low carbon transition, would allow the sector to move from showing traits of weak sustainability, via implementation of aspects of ecological modernisation and industrial ecology, to a position demonstrating strong sustainability.
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