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SIZEWELL C: A STRATEGIC MISTAKE 

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Strategic mistakes occur when objectives are pursued hubristically in spite of 
changing circumstances and when the ways and means of achieving the desired 
ends are inappropriate and inadequate. 

While a nuclear component to the national energy mix remains necessary, 
changes in circumstances since the inception of the Sizewell C project, the 
weaknesses of the current plan (ways) and inadequate financing (means) results 
in this being a high risk project with all the hallmarks of an impending strategic 
mistake with serious political, economic, environmental, reputational, human and 
possibly legal consequences. 

The changed circumstances include: political (security concerns about Chinese 
influence, `levelling up’ suggesting investment outside East Anglia); economic 
(damage to a thriving tourist based local economy; following the departure of EU 
workers post Brexit and pandemic the current problem is the shortage of workers 
for existing jobs); environmental (serious damage to the local environment 
difficult to justify given the higher priority of preserving the environment and 
bio-diversity; effect of climate change, ice melt, rising sea levels on a fragile 
marine environment and eroding coast); technical (greatly enhanced  renewables, 
and other options, including alternative nuclear to achieve carbon neutral targets 
with less risk); governance and legal (growing demand for transparency and 
accountability); public confidence and attitudes (loss of trust in EDF and 
demand for accountability). 

This is a large and complex project. The current plan (ways) is seriously flawed, 
The declared intention to copy Hinkley Point C onto the much smaller, 
more vulnerable Sizewell site in an area with much more fragile 
infrastructure than Somerset is high risk. There are many contradictions in 
the plan which is lacking in convincing detail. The region’s infrastructure will 
be overloaded leading to progressive delays and rising costs and conflict. There 
is little evidence of effective collaboration with other developments using the 
same infrastructure. Governance is opaque and there is a lack of accountability. 
The means (resources) have yet to be identified. The putative approach (RAB) 



has serious issues for governance and accountability and appears to build in 
a reward for failure.  

The combination of the many weaknesses makes Sizewell C a high risk project 
with damaging consequences. The Inspectorate has the power to stop this 
strategic mistake being made, and I humbly request that it does so. 

 

MAIN PAPER: SIZEWELL C: A STRATEGIC MISTAKE  

 

INTRODUCTION 

It is recognized that there is a National need for another nuclear power station as 
part of the UK energy mix, even when Hinckley Point C is completed. When the 
current project began, Sizewell, one of several possible sites, appeared a credible 
option. It remains attractive to EDF/NNB SZC because they have procured land 
alongside Sizewell B, perceive they have established their `brand’ in the area, 
have identified  organizational synergies with Hinkley and are desperate, for their 
own reasons, to maintain the momentum of their policy of starting new power 
stations before bringing existing projects on line. 

However, since the origin of this proposal there have been significant changes in 
political, economic, environmental, technical, and legal circumstances and in 
public attitudes. This is now the wrong project in the wrong place at the wrong 
time. To continue without regard to the changed circumstances outlined below 
would be a classic strategic mistake with damaging consequences. Successful 
strategies identify appropriate ways and sufficient means to achieve the desired 
end. Flawed ways and inadequate means, as in this case, lead to strategic failure. 

CHANGES IN CIRCUMSTANCES 

Chinese Issue. Attitudes in the UK towards Chinese involvement in national 
projects has changed since the Cameron administration. CGN’s 20% stake in the 
project represents a significant security and political risk, especially as the source 
of  80% of the investment has yet to be identified. 

`Levelling Up’. Although Suffolk has some pockets of deprivation, it is generally 
a wealthy county with  a thriving economy in comparison to the North and West 
of the UK, where investment is needed and there are nuclear sites where a new 
power station would be welcomed. 

Tourism. Tourism is an increasingly important part of the UK economy. Over 
the last 25 years Suffolk has developed a thriving tourism industry based around 



its coastline, rural environment, wild life and cultural activities. While this has 
obviously been affected by the pandemic, as have most parts of the economy, 
recovery is already noticeable, promising and should `bounce back’ within the 
next 12 months. The massive scale of Sizewell C construction would, however, 
through the congestion on roads and the severe environmental impact across the 
area and particularly along the coast, cause serious damage to tourism and its 
associated industry. The extent of this damage has been seriously underestimated 
in submissions by EDF/NNB SZC. 

BREXIT. One of the arguments for Sizewell C is that it will bring employment 
to East Suffolk. With Brexit, and accelerated by the pandemic, there has already 
been a decline in the availability of workers from EU countries in this area. 
Currently the employment `problem’ is finding enough workers to fill vacancies 
opening up with the end of the pandemic. EDF/NNB SZC’s declared plan is to 
transfer many workers from Hinkley; this will not help employment in East 
Suffolk but will distort it in the short term and damage it in the medium to long 
term. 

Environmental Issues. The world wide recognition of the impact of climate 
change, and the crucial importance of the environment, biodiversity, and natural, 
social and human capital for our future has progressively changed the parameters 
of decision making in the last 10 years. In this new context the un-mitigatable 
`co-lateral damage’, already identified in considerable detail to the Inspectorate 
by a wide range of witnesses, that will be caused by the proposal for Sizewell C 
should weigh more heavily in the balance of advantage and disadvantage than in 
the past. The consequences of climate change in terms of increasing ice melt and 
rising sea levels are also better understood and recognized. Under these 
circumstances, to invest £20 billion in a nuclear project with a 100 year legacy of  
contaminated waste on an eroding coast with rising sea levels is high risk for all 
concerned. 

Technological Changes and Zero Carbon. The rapid development, progressive 
deployment and reducing costs of renewable sources of energy, the urgent focus 
on developing other low carbon technologies, as well as the improved 
management of the energy system and energy saving measures reduces, even 
though it does not remove, the reliance on nuclear. Work is also progressing on 
alternative nuclear energy sources. The twin EPR reactors planned for Sizewell 
C, of a design which has experienced problems in Finland and France, and is yet 
to be operational at Hinkley, are already obsolescent. It is understood that 
Sizewell C is the last planned deployment of this type. In these circumstances it 
seems unwise to rush to authorize this project when other options are becoming 



available. The argument that the government is committed to `zero carbon’ by 
2035 does not in itself support haste because, even if the project starts in 2022 
and is delivered as planned in 10 years (highly unlikely on current EDF form), it 
will not offset the high carbon cost of construction until the late 2030’s. 

Governance and Legal Challenge. The importance of governance in 
organizations and public affairs has become more pronounced, as has the 
likelihood of legal challenges to decisions, especially when things go wrong – 
such as Grenfell Tower and Post Office prosecutions of sub post masters. The 
governance situation for the applicants to build Sizewell C is both obscure and 
doubly concerning because of the uncertain financing arrangements. The name 
NNB SZC is effectively a `Ghost Application’ making promises on behalf of 
unknown owners and investors. A detailed analysis of this issue is being provided 
to the Inspectorate by Mark Goyder which I endorse strongly. 

Public Confidence and Attitudes. The construction of Sizewell B by the CEGB 
had a significant negative  local impact but, with the bulk of materials brought in 
by sea, and care taken with design and mitigation, the impact was not 
catastrophic.  There was significant damage to the social fabric of Leiston and the 
legacy of many of those social costs remain in the reputation of the town and 
some of the problems it still faces. While `bust’ followed `boom’ in some areas, 
some local people did benefit and there has been a continuing legacy of 
employment. Throughout their consultations on Sizewell C and their extensive 
publicity campaign over many months, (including the pejorative publicity against 
individuals that was highlighted in the oral hearings - `Jobs not Snobs’) 
EDF/NNB SZC has stressed the financial and employment opportunities while 
playing down the negative impact, including the damage to existing employment. 
Given the experience of Sizewell B, initial local reaction, beyond a stoical 
acceptance not untypical for Suffolk, focused on mitigation. In the last 3 years 
attitudes have progressively changed as people have become aware of the massive 
scale of the project (2.5 times bigger than Sizewell B) and the full implications 
and risks it poses for the whole of East Suffolk, not just the immediate vicinity of 
Sizewell. EDF/NNB SZC’s approach to consultation has appeared less than  
transparent and the timing often unhelpful. Submitting the DCO during the 
pandemic and its lock down made it much more difficult for interested individuals 
to collaborate in responding or, indeed to hold local government representatives 
to account.  The information provided for these consultations was incomplete, 
difficult to find or sometimes entirely lacking. The extensive comments delivered 
as a result of these successive consultations appear largely to have been ignored. 
The impression derived from this process is of an organization `hell-bent’ on 
delivery no matter what the consequences for the many communities affected and 



the vulnerable environment. Driving through the destruction of the 110 year old 
Coronation Wood as a `Sizewell B’ submission reinforced this impression, as has 
the uncaring and hubristic treatment of so many of the people most directly 
affected, as evidenced in the oral hearings. As members of the community have 
brought a wide range of skills and experience to drilling down into the detail of 
the project, its problems have become increasingly apparent while the duplicity 
of EDF public relations is ever more apparent. The community is much better 
informed and engaged and EDF/NNB SZC should not expect benign acceptance; 
another major change in circumstances from 2009. 

WAYS AND MEANS 

Ways: Is the plan sound and is it deliverable? Following the twists and turns 
of the consultation process it has become clear that EDF/NNB SZC is attempting 
to square a circle, forcing the Hinkley C model (literally copying the design and 
transferring the work force) onto a vulnerable site that is very different from 
Hinkley and is much too small in a District that, unlike Somerset,  simply does 
not have the infra-structure to support this project. 6 Points: 

• At each stage of the consultation process the plan appeared to change. For 
example, options that were ruled out at an early stage for environmental or 
cost reasons (eg sea transportation) were reintroduced in phase 5 post DCO 
submission. 

• In assessing whether a plan will work, the devil is in the detail. Yet 
throughout this process, in whatever area, there has been a lack of 
transparency and appropriate detail has been difficult to find. There is a 
suspicion that the `Rochdale envelope’ has been used as an excuse to avoid 
supplying appropriate detail. 

• The fragile road, rail, coastal infrastructure and public services will make 
it progressively more difficult to execute the plan. Overloaded routes will 
become congested, surfaces damaged and delays build up from traffic 
jams, accidents and road and rail repairs. Public services will come under 
pressure from health and safety concerns and relationships between 
EFD/NNB SZC and the community will deteriorate further. 

• These problems will be further complicated by other construction projects 
in the area, in particular, but not exclusively, Scottish Power at Friston, 
which will be placing demands on the same inadequate infrastructure. 
There is little evidence of EDF/NNB SZC being inclined to establish the 
effective collaborative relations with other organizations which would help 
avoid or resolve such problems. 



• These issues in combination will contribute to progressively growing 
`friction’ which will lead inevitably to growing time delays, rising financial 
costs and increasing stress and damage to the environment and the 
community. These outcomes are highlighted in the research of Professor 
Bent Flybjerg to which Mark Goyder has drawn the attention of the 
Inspectorate in his submission. 

• The plan depends on transferring workers in large numbers from Hinkly  
to Sizewell. This adds complexity and implies serious synchronization 
between the two projects. How will this be achieved and who will be 
responsible? 

• To work, any plan needs effective direction, especially when things start to 
go wrong, which they will. Who is the `controlling mind’ of this project? 
Colin Matthews Non Executive Chairman and Simone Rossi CEO EDF 
Energy? Cameron Gilmour, Head Sizewell C Consortium? Or Julia Pyke 
who was Director of Financing in May 2020 but now appears as Nuclear 
Development Director presenting the May 2021 Sizewell C Community 
Newsletter? Ms Pyke was also Secretary of NNB SZC from July 2017 to 
April 2019 since when she has been and remains a Director of NNB SZC.  
 

Means: Even if a plan is workable and potentially effective, it needs to be 
properly resourced. The alleged cost is `in excess of GPB 20 Bn’. At Hinkley  
EDF provided 65% of the capital and China General Nuclear (CGN) the balance. 
Although they achieved a Government guarantee of the `strike price’ for selling 
the electricity, EDF/CGN were, crucially, liable for most of the costs in the event 
of the project exceeding the budget. For Sizewell, while CGN has a 20 % share 
EDF/NNB SZC is seeking the rest of the funding from elsewhere, in particular 
the electricity consumer through the concept of the Regulated Asset Base (RAB) 
or in some other way from the UK tax payer. Unlike Hinkley it will be the UK 
tax payer and consumers of electricity who will be carrying all the risk of this 
project going wrong, as well as the environment and residents of East Suffolk. It 
will be an open ended commitment which has a built in reward for failure. With 
this situation  Governance becomes critical, as explained in Mark Goyders’ 
submission. The current situation is anything but clear. 
 
CONCLUSION 
Strategic mistakes occur when objectives are pursued hubristically in spite of 
changing circumstances and when the ways and means of achieving the desired 
ends are inappropriate and inadequate. The political, financial, environmental and 
reputational costs and the human costs in ruined lives of such mistakes are 
frequently considerable. The current proposal for Sizewell C has all the hall 



marks of such a mistake.  The Inspectorate has the power to stop this mistake, 
with all its consequences,  being made, and I humbly request that it does so. 
 
2 June 2021 
 
  

 

 


