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Many nations view nuclear power as the most viable 
source of energy when the world has no other easy option; but 
the key issue that they confront is ‘social opposition’, more 
so after the 2011 Fukushima nuclear disaster. Yet, in very 
few countries have anti-nuclear movements succeeded. The 
decisions by Germany, Switzerland, Vietnam, etc., to roll back 
their nuclear programmes are argued as dramatic exceptions; 
and it is believed that anti-nuclear sentiment is not likely to 
remain forever in Japan either. However, there have been some 
cases in Australia and the United States, where near-complete 
reactors have been halted by popular opposition. Will India 
join this list? 

With the Indo-US civil nuclear agreement and Nuclear 
Suppliers Group (NSG) waiver, India’s nuclear power program 
has been unshackled from the multilateral technology-denial 
regimes. Consequently, India has embarked on an ambitious 
nuclear energy expansion programme. Meanwhile, India is 
also facing a modicum of resistance to the construction of new 
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nuclear power plants. Owing to vehement public opposition, 
nuclear projects have been halted, shifted or cancelled in places 
like Haripur (West Bengal), Bhoothathankettu and Peringome 
(Kerala), and in Mithivirdi (Gujarat). This is likely to escalate in 
future, as more reactors are in the pipeline. Will India’s nuclear 
energy programme be shackled from within? Even though 
there is no pan-Indian anti-nuclear movement in the country 
today, the social resistance seems to be getting consolidated 
and institutionalised. How will this culminate? The various 
manifestations of social opposition to, and changing dynamics 
in social acceptance of, nuclear energy in India are matters of 
serious introspection.

Science-Technology-SocieTy Triad

“Science, technology and society constitute a dynamically 
interactive triad” influencing each other in significant ways.1 
The body of scientific knowledge that a society assimilates 
determines its technological prowess; and technological 
innovations, in turn, generate new social contexts. In other 
words, if science and technology is misunderstood and 
neglected, social development will be missed; and if social 
control is absent, science and technology will be misused, and 
civilization will be at stake. 

As the three are not passive partners, the question is 
whether society always responds wisely to the scientific march, 
and whether the evolution of technology always complements 
the sustainability of society? Diametrically opposite but 
convincing narratives are advanced involving nuclear energy, 
given the history of serious nuclear accidents along with the 

1 Vinod Gaur, “Why this Seminar?”, in Vinod Gaur ed., Nuclear and Public 
Safety, New Delhi: Indian National Trust for Art and Cultural Heritage, 
1996, p. xi.



3

Nuclear Energy in India 

many societal benefits that have accrued. Nuclear science and 
technology today seems to be standing at a societal crossroads, 
waiting to be marked as ‘awful’ or ‘awesome’. 

Every technological endeavour involves benefits along 
with certain risks; but society responds positive if the 
expected benefits outweigh the involved risks. Then “how 
much risk is society willing to accept to realize the promise 
of emerging technologies”?2 In India, “from the Chipko 
movement to the Narmada movement to Koodankulam 
protest, same type of voices are heard demanding protection 
of livelihood, environment, and democracy.”3 Specifically, 
the sporadic pockets of skepticism over nuclear energy in 
India seem symptomatic of the predicament involving social 
acceptance vs. promise of technology. It is believed that lack 
of information, or a ‘misinformation overdrive’, leads to 
public fear of nuclear technology. Further, nuclear technology 
comparatively elicits an extraordinary level of concern 
because of the scale of potential hazards it poses. The nature 
of nuclear technology itself is complex, with emission of 
invisible radiation and possibility of catastrophic accidents, to 
that extent, the media always presents the worst case scenario. 
Consequently, the public’s concept of risk is heavily influenced 
by the imagined consequences of catastrophic accidents, and 
is built on values, attitudes and sets of attributes which are 
different from those of the policy-makers and nuclear experts.4 

2 Rick Borchelt and Kathy Hudson, “Engaging the Scientific Community 
with the Public”, Science Progress, 2008,http://www.scienceprogress.
org/wp-content/uploads/2008/06/print_edition/engaging_scientific_
community.pdf.

3 John S. Moolakkattu, “Nonviolent Resistance to Nuclear Power Plants in 
South India”, Peace Review, Volume 26, Number 3, 2014, p. 426.

4 Joop Van Der Pligt, “Public Attitudes to Nuclear Energy: Salience and 
Anxiety”, Journal of Environmental Psychology, Volume 5, Issue 1, 1985, 
p. 90.
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Therefore, it is assumed that, with greater public education 
and social understanding of nuclear technology, public support 
for, and greater social acceptance of, nuclear projects can be 
achieved. Of late, governments the world over have resorted to 
aggressive public engagement, media management, along with 
lucrative packages for rehabilitation of affected people. Still, 
anti-nuclear movements or sentiments are pervasive in many 
parts of the world. 

Though, a pan-Indian anti-nuclear movement is invisible 
today, to many, the Khasi Student Union (KSU) opposition to 
uranium mining in Meghalaya; the Paschim Banga Khet Majoor 
Samity (PBKMS) protests in Haripur (West Bengal); the 
Jharkhand Organization Against Radiation (JOAR) concerns 
in Jadugoda (Jharkhand); and the People’s Movement Against 
Nuclear Energy (PMANE) in Koodankulam (Tamil Nadu) 
reflect “the classic David-Goliath fight between the ordinary 
citizens of India and the powerful Indian government”.5 As an 
outgrowth, the sporadic anti-nuclear movements have started 
to align with the socio-political fault lines. They seem to have 
began as a ‘secular movement’ intended to raise awareness 
about the hazards of nuclear plants, but subsequently a religious 
institution has been drawn into the movement, prompting 
other religious group to suspect and project the agitation as a 
conspiracy.6 Even though no ‘green politics’ is visible in the 
country and no Indian political party has aligned itself with the 
anti-nuclear movement, ‘vote bank’ politics has conveniently 
found its way into the anti-nuclear movements.

5 “An Open Letter by PMANE to the Fellow Citizens of India”, The 
Movement of India, Volume 6 Issue 4-5, November 2011–January 2012, p. 
17.

6 Moolakkattu, p. 422.
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The geneSiS and nomenclaTure

Organized anti-nuclear (energy) sentiment in India is a fairly 
new phenomenon, though some argue that such sentiments and 
consequent activities “were not hitherto totally unknown in the 
southernmost tip of India.”7 Its genesis can be traced back to 
mid 1980s, when a non-government organization ‘Janandolan 
– People for Peace’ decided to launch an action programme 
against the Kaiga Nuclear Power Plant (KNPP), laying the 
foundation of the protest mobilization in Uttara Kannada.8

A coalition of groups, the Citizens Against Nuclear Energy 
(CANE) opposing the KNPP project, was formed in Bangalore, 
comprising of Gandhi Bhavan, Karnataka Sarvodaya Mandal, 
Prabriti, Disarmament Centre and Appiko, among others.9 It 
initiated public awareness campaigns and lobbied against 
nuclear power. The villagers strongly expressed their concerns 
on rehabilitation to officials. Dr. Raja Ramanna visited 
and assured the villagers that they would receive adequate 
compensation, rehabilitation, and jobs for all. On 29 March 
1985, more than 1,000 villagers of Kaiga and nearby areas 
held a meeting at Bare in Yellapur taluq and demanded that 
the government take care of their rehabilitation.10

During 1987-89, the Group for a Peaceful Indian Ocean 
(GPIO) started a campaign against the superpower rivalry 
in Indian Ocean along with opposition to the Koodankulam 

7 S.P. Udayakumar, “The Blind Carrying the Lame: Nuclear Power 
Programme and Opposition in Southernmost India”, 1999, http://www.
gvpwardha.iecit.in/documents/books/env/7.pdf.

8 “Ecological Movement Against the Kaiga Nuclear Power Plant”, http://
shodhganga.inflibnet.ac.in/bitstream/10603/16662/8/08_chapter%204.pdf, 
p. 229.

9 Ibid, p. 234.
10 Kusuma Sorab, “People’s Movement against Nuclear Projects: The Kaiga 

Case”, in Vinod Gaur ed., Nuclear and Public Safety, New Delhi: Indian 
National Trust for Art and Cultural Heritage, 1996, p. 158.
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Nuclear Power Project.11 Since 1988, when the deal was 
signed with the then Soviet Union, the plans to create a site 
for reactors, later evolving into a deal for building a total of 
six, has faced intermittent opposition. Since its inception, 
“local groups, including the National Alliance of People’s 
Movements (NAPM), the National Fish workers Forum 
(NFF), the Tamil Nadu Fish Workers Union (TNFU), the 
Social Action Movement (SAM), the Palmyrah Worker’s 
Development Society (PWDS), the Peace Association for 
Social Action (PASA), Group for a Peaceful Indian Ocean 
(GPIO), and others voiced their worries over the health and 
safety of the surrounding population, in regards to both a 
potential disaster as well as the general impact of nuclear waste 
entering the ecosystem.”12

Meanwhile, nuclear disasters like Three Mile Island 
(March 1979) and Chernobyl (April 1986) brought the issue 
of risks involved in nuclear energy to the forefront of global 
discourse. Ever since, a section of the media and some civil 
society groups draw a parallel to India’s programme. The 
idea that ‘nuclear activity anywhere is a threat to humanity 
everywhere’ became all pervasive. 

During the late 1980s, a massive anti-nuclear movement 
surfaced involving Koodankulam nuclear power project in 
Tamil Nadu. The Koodankulam project was conceived in 
the whirlwind of rising anti-nuclear sentiments globally, 
and persisting domestic resentment over project-induced 
displacement and rehabilitation concerns. A month after 
the Inter-Governmental Agreement signed on November 
20, 1988 by Indian Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi and Soviet 

11 Uday Kumar, p. 116.
12 Chaya Babu, “Koodankulam: How we got here”, thealternativein, February 

16, 2012, http://www.thealternative.in/society/koodankulam-we-got-here/.
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President Mikhail Gorbachev for the construction of two 
nuclear plants in Koodankulum, local groups lead by Rev. Y. 
David’s ‘Samathuva Samudaya Iyakkam’ (Social Equality 
Movement) staged a massive protest rally at Tirunelveli.13 
Owing to the uproar from public and disintegration of Soviet 
Union in the meantime, the implementation of the project 
was halted for nearly a decade, only to be resumed in 1997 
when Prime Minister Deve Gowda and Boris Yeltsin signed a 
supplementary deal. Initially the National Alliance of People’s 
Movement (NAPM) organized meetings and discussions; 
subsequently small-scale mobilization were continued under 
the Anumin Nilaya Ethirpu Iyakkam (Nuclear Power Project 
Opposition Movement) created in November 1999. After the 
final agreement signed in November 2001, the PMANE lead 
by S.P. Udaykumar was launched to spearhead the protest. 
Subsequently with discussions in 2008 for additional four 
reactors at the Koodankulam site, Fukushima nuclear disaster 
in 2011, the ongoing protests in Koodankulam became intense 
and protracted.

Unlike previous protests, the Koodankulam episode 
and consequent government response mark various unique 
developments. First, the protest has so far been the most 
protracted anti-nuclear movement in the country, involving the 
participation of around 60 to 70,000 people; more importantly, 
it has been sustained as a Gandhian non-violent movement 
of resistance. Secondly, the movement seems to be the most 
organized and institutionalized till now, probably heralding an 
era of ‘green politics’, though nascent, in India today. Third, 
‘religion’ seems to have become entangled with the anti-
nuclear movement, which started with a secular character, 
but later found to be centered round the mobilization by the 

13 Ibid.
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Catholic Church in the locality. Undoubtedly, a majority of 
the local population comprising farmers, fishermen and the 
protest leaders, happen to be Catholics. Interestingly, the 
Muslim population constituting a significant section of civil 
society in this southern state remained aloof from the issue. 
Fourth, conspiracy theories are floated around alleging the role 
of external players – the global anti-nuclear lobby, unhappy 
foreign industrial contenders and vested interest groups – in 
fuelling the protest movement to sabotage the India-Russia deal 
by pumping in money to the protesters. Fifth, the consequent 
highhandedness of the government and local police resulted 
in the killing of a some protesters, mass arrests and court 
cases against more than 56,000 protesters, and slapping of 
‘sedition’ and ‘waging war against the state’ charges against 
them.14 Lastly, post-Koodankulam, a strong network has 
been established among various splintering protest groups in 
different areas, with probable cross mobilization. For example, 
protesters from one plant area visit the older plant area to know 
the plight of the people there. The villagers in the Mithvirdi 
area (Gujarat) have expressed solidarity and are reportedly 
willing to help in the fight against the nuclear plant project 
in Kovada (Andhra Pradesh) too. It would not be difficult to 
speculate now on the emergence of a pan-Indian anti-nuclear 
movement soon, as more projects are in the pipeline and there 
is increasing resentment in every location.

None of the other nuclear related projects in India are 
free of local resentments as well. In 2006, the West Bengal 
Agricultural Workers Union, known as PBKMS, mobilized 
6,000 villagers to create a bamboo barricade to prevent 
scientists, engineers, and police from entering a village in 

14 B. Skanthakumar, “India’s Anti-Nuclear Energy Movement – Interview 
with Neeraj Jain”, South Asia Citizens Web, September 18, 2012, http://
www.sacw.net/article2861.html.
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Haripur to perform soil tests for the Nuclear Power Corporation 
of India Limited (NPCIL).15 The Uranium mining project in 
the West Khasi Hills in Meghalaya has faced stiff opposition 
from certain local communities who project their tribal identity 
vis-à-vis the rest of India. The project also “exposes fault lines 
within Meghalaya, pitting landowners who want uranium 
mining for jobs and economic growth, against villagers who 
refuse to relinquish commonly-owned land, to which they have 
cultural, economic, and emotional attachments.”16 

In Jadugoda, the opposition is “not pitched in terms of 
identity politics, but as a shared experience of suffering related to 
health and occupational hazards.” The Jharkhand Organization 
Against Radiation (JOAR) in Jadugoda, established in 1979, 
stepped up its campaign in 1996 when the Uranium Corporation 
of India Ltd. (UCIL) initiated land acquisition, displacing 30 
homes to build the third tailing dam.17 Through Public Interest 
Litigation (PIL), Right to Information (RTI), and court cases, 
protesters have resorted to the legal route to prove their stand 
on health hazards, with little success. Interestingly, none of the 
allegations regarding the adverse impact of nuclear projects 
on health and environment have been proved with sufficient 
evidence in court. 

Not long ago, the National Green Tribunal (NGT) 
announced the shifting of the Mithivirdi (Gujarat) Nuclear 
Power Plant project, where Westinghouse is willing to install six 
AP-1000 reactors, to Kavvada (Andhra Pradesh), due to ‘delay 

15 Monamie Bhadra, “India’s Nuclear Power Problem”, Cairo Review, 
Volume 5, 2012, pp. 75-76.

16 Ibid, p.77.
17 “Jharkhandi Organization Against Radiation (JOAR)”, http://jadugoda.

jharkhand.org.in/.
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in land acquisition’ as a result of strong public opposition.18 
Even, the public resentment around Koodankulam is viewed 
by the nuclear establishment as “merely a PR (public relations) 
disaster (rather) than scientific.”19 Undoubtedly public 
resentment against nuclear projects in India, though sporadic 
and limited to pockets, is unlikely to subside in the foreseeable 
future, as more such projects are in the pipeline. No instance of 
wholehearted support for, and satisfactory settlement of public 
grievances involving, nuclear energy projects, is available. 

nuclear linear ProgreSSion

In retrospect, India’s nuclear journey in terms of public 
perception and acceptance has had a linear progression which 
can be divided into three phases. First, the trust-based optimism 
phase (1947 to the 1970s) marks popular trust in the stalwart 
nuclear scientists Homi Bhabha and the political leader 
Jawaharlal Nehru, during which nuclear projects were viewed 
as symbols of modernity and prestige.20 The quest for nuclear 
energy in India, in a way, was a kind of conviction that nuclear 
energy was going to be a magical energy source that would 
solve India’s socio-economic problems. So the commitment 
goes back to the 1940s, to Bhabha and Nehru, who wanted India 
to be among the leaders in industry, science and technology. In 
1944, Homi Bhabha declared, “When nuclear energy has been 
successfully applied for power production, in, say, a couple of 

18 Maulik Pathak, “Gujarat’s nuclear power plant project to be shifted to 
Andhra Pradesh: NGT”, Livemint, June 1, 2017, https://www.livemint.
com/Politics/gis6xh208EC0qW7ujVm2MO/Gujarats-nuclear-power-
plant-project-to-be-shifted-to-Andhr.html.

19 Shobha Warrior, “Kudankulam is more a PR disaster than scientific”, 
September 21, 2012, http://www.rediff.com/news/slide-show/slide-show-
1-interview-with-kalam-s-scientific-advisor-ponraj/20120921.htm#1.

20 Aziz Haniffa, “India Should Choose Iran, Not US”, The Rediff Interview, 
December 28, 2005, http://www.ieer.org/latest/indiairan.html.
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decades from now, India will not have to look abroad for its 
experts but will find them ready at home”.21 

As a result, a country-wide network of laboratories and 
scientific organisations was established as the base to groom 
batches of technocrats and basic researchers. Programmes 
were initiated for uranium mining and processing, fuel making, 
heavy water production, reactor building, fuel processing and 
waste management. The 1950s and 1960s are considered as the 
infrastructure-building phase followed by a reorientation in the 
late 1960s and 1970s, toward protecting the legal, technical 
and knowledge environment for indigenisation.22 There was a 
political consensus among all factions on utilising atomic energy 
for the socio-economic uplift of Indian society. Both nuclear 
research and nuclear scientists gained greater autonomy. It was 
only in the late 1970s that the Bhabha Atomic Research Centre 
(BARC) and the Department of Atomic Energy (DAE) faced 
critical reviews of their activities and achievements. 

This led to the doubt-based pessimism phase, spanning 
around two decades (1980s to 2000), which was marked by 
public protests (Kaiga in 1987-88), criticism for not meeting 
energy production targets, and nuclear accidents in different 
parts of the world. During this period, public opposition to the 
Kaiga project was mainly against the site selection process, 
highlighting the environmental impact and disaster proneness 
of the site. The protest continued for several months, including 

21 S.K. Jain, “Nuclear Power in India-The Fourth Revolution”, An International 
Journal of Nuclear Power, Volume 18, Number 2-3, 2004, p. 13.

22 Ashok Jain and V.P. Kharbanda, “Strengthening Science and Technology 
Capacities for Indigenization of Technology: The Indian Experience”, 
International Journal of Service Technology and Management, Volume 4, 
Number 3, 2003, pp. 234-53.
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a district-wide bandh on February 2, 1989.23 There were 
differences in terms of political parties’ mobilisation of the 
public on the nuclear plant at Kaiga. While the Congress 
Party and Janata Dal approved of the project, the CPI/CPI-M 
(Communist Party of India/Communist Party of India Marxist) 
took an inconsistent stand; only the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) 
passed a resolution against it. A public debate was demanded 
and Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi agreed in Parliament that a 
debate was necessary, but it did not materialise till November 
1988.

During this period, nuclear accidents abroad, like Three 
Mile Island (1979, US), Chernobyl, (1986, USSR), and some 
incidents in India such as the Narora fire (1993), Kakrapar 
flooding (1994), Kaiga containment dome collapse (1994), 
generated enormous criticism and concern about the safety of 
nuclear plants. At the time of the Three Mile Island accident, 
Tarapur Atomic Power Station (TAPS)-1&2 and Rawatbhata 
Atomic Power Station (RAPS)-1 were in operation, and another 
five 220 MW Pressurised Heavy Water Reactor (PHWR) units 
were under various stages of construction. Prime Minister 
Morarji Desai ordered a safety audit of all Indian nuclear 
reactors. Similarly, after the Chernobyl accident (1986) Prime 
Minister Rajiv Gandhi asked DAE to assess the safety of 
India’s nuclear installations.

Amidst all these, two important developments took place 
during this phase: 1) the former USSR came forward to set 
up the Koodankulam reactor despite the global nuclear denial 
regime; 2) though unrelated to the nuclear energy plans, India 
conducted a second series of nuclear tests at Pokhran in May 

23 P. Vishnu Kamath and Sanjay Havanur, “Kaiga as a Site for an Atomic 
Power Plant: A Re-examination”, in Vinod Gaur, ed., Nuclear and Public 
Safety, New Delhi: Indian National Trust for Art and Cultural Heritage, 
1996, p. 31.
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1998 and the public mood was marked by jubilation across 
the country, though the political and strategic debate revolved 
around who would get the credit and what strategic advantage 
would accrue to India vis-a-vis Pakistan. Overall, though, 
fallacies in belief and loopholes in the nuclear establishment 
coloured the nuclear energy debate. Perceptibly “this phase 
marked the maturity of the Indian nuclear power programme” 
as potential safety gaps were exposed and addressed.24 

The third phase, starting from 2001, can be termed as the 
post-material-support-oppose phase where “post-material” 
factors, to a greater extent, went to shape public acceptance 
of nuclear energy projects. The post-material issues related 
to “quality of life” such as climate change, environmental 
pollution, energy security, displacement, rehabilitation and 
the issue of safety-security of nuclear installations that are 
linked to support for, or opposition to, the nuclear policy. 
During the last over one and a half decades, a number of PIL 
and RTI applications on these issues have been lodged by 
concerned citizens. Civil society consciousness in India has 
visibly increased. It indicates that rising industrial and societal 
prosperity in India will gradually liberate the public from the 
stress of basic acquisitive or materialistic needs, and people 
will increasingly emphasise quality of life and sustainability. 
This can be marked from the patterns of public responses to a 
series of issues, such as maintaining order in the nation, rising 
prices, corruption, black money, protecting freedom of speech, 
etc. Within this framework, one can judge public support for, 
or opposition to, nuclear projects. This phase will continue till 
the time the majority of the public either start supporting or 
vehemently opposing the nuclear energy projects. 

24 S.K. Jain, “Nuclear Power in India-The Fourth Revolution”, An International 
Journal of Nuclear Power, Volume 18, Number 2-3, 2004, p. 13.
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The intention is not to paint a gloomy picture of Indian 
public perception of, and attitude towards, domestic nuclear 
energy projects. The International Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA) “Nuclear Technology Review 2009” assessed that the 
public acceptance index (PAI) of nuclear energy in India grew 
from around 60 percent in 2005 to around 90 percent during 
2008, and ranked the highest in the world.25 The aftermath of the 
Fukushima nuclear disaster, however, saw protest movements 
at Koodankulam and Jaitapur giving rise to the impression that 
anti-nuclear sentiments are now on the rise in India. Each time 
a problem related to nuclear technology arises anywhere, a 
section of the media and civil society groups draw parallels to 
India’s programme. Many tend to forget that nuclear risks, to a 
great extent are location-, and technology-specific. The public 
panic, based on the idea that ‘nuclear activity anywhere is a 
threat to humanity everywhere’ seems to be overemphasised, 
and, in the process, the specificities and achievements of 
nuclear projects are overlooked. 

India today, with its existing 22 nuclear reactors with 
6780 MWe capacity, and four reactors at various stages of 
implementation will add another 2800 MWe capacity. “Nuclear 
power generation capacity in the country is expected to reach 
nearly 15,000 MW by 2024 as the government has expedited 
the process of setting up new plants.”26 In the long-run, India 
aims to meet half of its total electricity demand from nuclear 
sources through indigenous and international collaborations. 
India has signed a dozen civil nuclear cooperation agreements 
with various countries and industrial houses for reactors and 

25 “Nuclear Technology Review 2009”, http://www.iaea.org/About/Policy/
GC/GC53/GC53InfDocuments/English/gc 53inf-3_en.pdf, p. 15.

26 “Govt sets target to triple nuclear power generation by 2024”, The Indian 
Express, March 22, 2012, https://indianexpress.com/article/india/govt-
sets-target-to-triple-nuclear-power-generation-by-2024/.
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fuel supply. Many of these activities are unlikely to be free of 
controversies. 

manufacTured or naTural oPPoSiTion

Is domestic opposition to nuclear energy programme in 
India spontaneous or manufactured? To fathom the nature of 
opposition, one must scrutinize the basis of opposition and the 
concerns. Often the anti-nuclear coterie cites the risks involved 
in ionizing radiation, adverse impact on the ecosystem, 
effects on livelihood of the local populace, displacement and 
ill-managed rehabilitation processes. This is diametrically 
opposite to the views propagated by the scientific community. 
However, concerns involving project-induced displacement and 
consequent miseries are genuine, and the government should 
be held responsible. But there prevails enormous confusion 
and misperceptions regarding radiation. The increasing gap 
between the public and the scientific community, the callous 
attitude of the nuclear establishment and government in 
clarifying certain information, and the propagandist attitude of 
certain vested interests and disgruntled people have contributed 
to such confusions.

No major nuclear accident is known to have happened 
in India; yet many draw baseless parallel between India’s 
programme and accidents happened elsewhere; it is interesting 
to know that the general background radiation in Kerala is more 
than the background radiation level in some nuclear facilities. 
The alleged connection between cancer incidence and nuclear 
plants has never been scientifically proven. Scientists argue 
that the marine ecosystem does not get affected or hinder the 
livelihood of fishermen. Pockets of domestic resistance seem 
to be based more on the fear of displacement and imagined risk 
apprehensions related to nuclear disaster incidents elsewhere. 
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Is then India’s nuclear energy programme experiencing the 
“burden of perception”?27 

Many also question the sanctity and integrity of India’s 
nuclear regulatory mechanism. For the last few years, the 
propagated view has been the India’s nuclear regulatory 
body – Atomic Energy Regulatory Board (AERB) – suffers 
from “regulatory capture”.28 It is alleged that the AERB – the 
controlling agency – is not independent of the Department of 
Atomic Energy (DAE) – the nuclear promoting agency. Even 
the proposed Nuclear Safety Regulatory Authority (NSRA) 
(which has now lapsed) was criticised as “a nuclear regulator 
without teeth”.29 Moreover, as alleged by former Chairman of 
AERB A. Gopalakrishnan long ago, there were “130 safety 
issues in Indian nuclear facilities of which 95 were of top 
priority”30. After reviewing the reports, he was 

…appalled at the clearly dangerous lack of safety in 
the various hazardous nuclear installations at that time 
due to unattended safety problems accumulated over 
the previous 15 or so years, while the DAE continued 

27 John B. Ritch, “Will The Nuclear Power Industry Regain Public Trust?”, 
Forbes India Magazine, 29 December 2011.

28 India’s nuclear regulatory agency – AERB – has been alleged to have 
fewer powers and less independence. Though AERB proclaims itself as 
“independent”, its functional and administrative linkages with DAE and 
AEC are not strictly separated. For example, the safety review report of the 
AERB is submitted to the AEC in which the Managing Director of NPCIL 
and Chairman of DAE are members (whose work the AERB is mandated to 
oversee) and not the Chairman of AERB. Also the AERB depends mostly 
on the DAE and BARC staff and their research facilities.

29 A. Gopalakrishnan, “A Nuclear Regulator Without Teeth”, The Hindu, 
September 16, 2011.

30 A. Gopalakrishnan, “Issues of Nuclear Safety“, Frontline, Volume 16, 
Number 6, March 1999, pp 13-26.
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to operate these installations at extremely high risk to 
the public”.31 

But AERB claims that India’s nuclear establishment learnt 
lessons from all these accidents and discovered many weak 
areas in its review process, and the whole range of remedial 
measures to the loopholes identified was promptly carried out.32 
These claims and counter-claims, however, give an impression 
that all is not well in the Indian nuclear industry.

Generally two explanations can be put forth to understand 
the nuances in social perception leading to acceptance or 
rejection of any technology by society. The ‘technology-based 
explanation’ asserts that the degree of available knowledge on 
any specific technology determines the degree of acceptance of 
the same. While safer technologies are desired, the degree of 
social acceptance accorded to a politically charged technology, 
like nuclear energy, is more likely to be governed by factors 
exclusive of its public safety performance. On the other hand, 
the ‘trust-based explanation’ asserts that the degree of social 
acceptance of a technology ultimately depends more on the 
degree of public trust on the organizations and individuals 
managing the technology. Only establishing scientific 
confidence does not by itself address public concerns fully. 
Like it or not, the nuclear energy debate is not technology 
vs. technology in India. Homi Bhabha and Jawaharlal Nehru 
were the early cheerleaders of the nuclear programme and their 
charisma smoothened the path for the unopposed development 
of a country-wide nuclear infrastructure. 

31 A. Gopalakrishnan, “Nuclear Power: The Missing Safety Audits”, April 
26, 2011, http://www.dnaindia.com/mumbai/report_nuclear-power-the-
missing-safety-audits_1536223.

32 A.R. Sundararajan, K.S. Parthasarthy and S. Sinha, “Atomic Energy 
Regulatory Board: 25 Years of Safety Regulation”, AERB, November 
2008, p. 90.
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Even though India has the best of brains, we do not see 
any charismatic personality with popular appeal cheerleading 
for nuclear projects in India today. Undoubtedly, former 
President APJ Abdul Kalam had mass appeal and advocated 
nuclear energy and supported the Koodankulam project, but he 
was generally regarded as the ‘missile man’ by Indian people. 
This does not mean that India is lacking visionary political or 
scientific leadership. Rather, there seems to be a disjointed 
growth of science, society and technology, sometimes creating 
hurdles in each others’ way. 

Public concern and enquiry on any aspect of the nuclear 
project are legitimate; after all it is public money that is spent 
on these projects. Even the nuclear establishment agrees 
that the Koodankulam protest is “more a PR disaster than 
scientific”. Lately, the Government of India and other nuclear 
agencies have embarked on a mission to allay public fears. 
DAE, AERB, and NPCIL have all addressed the safety and 
security issues through various public outreach programs to 
address public concerns. 

Will there be a linear progression from public education 
to public understanding, further to public support for, and 
ultimately a greater social acceptance of nuclear projects? 
Perceptibly, Indian public awareness of national nuclear 
program has increased and issues related to nuclear energy are 
vigorously flashed in the media over the last two decades. The 
debate over energy security and implications of the Indo-US 
civil nuclear agreement has probably made its way to every 
literate Indian. But a segment of the Indian public still opposes 
new nuclear projects in the name of safety-security fears 
and adverse socio-economic impact, along with ecological 
imbalance. Any clarification or information furnished by 
government agencies on all these issues is not trusted. 
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naTure of oPPoSiTion and degree of SucceSS

Generally the themes and the nature of the opposition 
movements in India viewed through the prism of “neo-
Gandhism”33 which prescribes the assumption of personal 
and social responsibility in the commitment to individual and 
collective amelioration through the process of self-realization 
and community-making.34 “It’s not a coincidence,” says P.K. 
Sundaram, that India’s anti-nuclear activism found its cradle 
in Gandhian institutions.”35 Particularly the Anumukti group is 
engaged consistently in opposing nuclear energy and weapons, 
and mobilizing public opinion since 1980s under the leadership 
of Narayan Desai, a veteran Gandhian.36 

If so, why has the anti-nuclear movement not been successful, 
compared to other neo-Gandhian opposition initiatives like 
the anti-corruption movement by Anna Hazare? The anti-
nuclear groups argue that their movement is at a nascent stage 
and it would take time to mature. According to Udaykumar, 
rural and agricultural India is in deep and continuing distress, 
with rising unemployment, falling gross food grains output, 
loss of purchasing power, miseries among farmers, etc.; they 

33 S.P. Udayakumar, “The Blind Carrying the Lame: Nuclear Power 
Programme and Opposition in Southernmost India”, 1999, http://www.
gvpwardha.iecit.in/documents/books/env/7.pdf.

34 According to Makarand R Paranjape, “neo-Gandhianism is…not merely a creed 
or an ideology; it is not merely a set of beliefs or practices; it is the assumption 
of personal and social responsibility; it is the commitment to individual and 
collective amelioration; it is process of self-realization and community-
making.”, http://www.makarand.com/acad/Neo-GandhianPraxisAPersonalRe 
port.htm.

35 P.K. Sundaram, “Nonviolence confronts Nuclear Insanity in India”, 
October 13, 2011, http://www.dianuke.org/nonviolence-confronts-nuclear-
insanity-in-india/.

36 “Anti-Nuclear Movement in Koodankulam: A Great Experiment in 
Nonviolence”, September 24, 2011, http://www.dianuke.org/anti-nuclear-
movement-in-koodankulam-a-great-experiment-in-nonviolence/.
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are “in the midst of struggle for survival”; therefore, “cries 
for human security, better health, environmental safety, and 
sustainable development”, in other words, the ‘post-material 
consciousness’, “are quite weak. So it is no wonder why anti-
nuclear or peace movements are not pervasive or powerful in 
contemporary India.”37 As India marches ahead economically, 
the civil society consciousness of its citizen’s would increase, 
leading to their increasing demand for safe and secure living 
conditions.

Taking serious note of the Fukushima disaster, India 
undertook a comprehensive review of the safety-security 
arrangement in place in its nuclear plants and adopted necessary 
corrective measures. More importantly, the post-Fukushima 
skepticism and anti-nuclear protests at home and elsewhere 
did not deter India from signing nuclear energy agreements 
with various countries and industrial houses. More reactors are 
planned and India is not likely to rollback its nuclear expansion 
programme. But the State Governments will play an influential 
role in nuclear energy decision-making in future, as law and 
order is a State domain and the protesters first confrontation 
is with the State Government. The equation between the State 
and Union Government would largely determine the degree of 
acceptance, or rejection, of new projects.

On the other hand, whatever may be their degree of success, 
the concerns raised by the anti-nuclear movement are now 
centre-stage in India’s national discourse. How the anti-nuclear 
discourse will unfold in the decades ahead, and if present 
pockets of resistance will acquire a pan-Indian character, is a 
matter of conjecture; but the anti-nuclear phenomenon, which 
is in its infancy, is not likely subside anytime soon.

37 S.P. Udayakumar, “The Blind Carrying the Lame: Nuclear Power 
Programme and Opposition in Southernmost India”, 1999, http://www.
gvpwardha.iecit.in/documents/books/env/7.pdf.
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nuclear-PoliTicS Tango

Surprisingly, the anti-nuclear sentiments and the plight of 
the affected people has not attracted much political patronage. 
As highlighted earlier, there is no ‘green politics’ in India yet 
and no national political party has subscribed to the anti-nuclear 
ideology. Surprising unanimity has always been found across 
the political spectrum in India on nuclear technology matters. 
Opposition movement leaders have made frequent forays into 
the political domain either by joining political parties and/or 
contesting elections, but without substantial gains.

In 1988, over the Kaiga issue, Shivram Karanth, the 
leader of the anti-nuclear protest, contested the Parliamentary 
election but was defeated. The Aam Admi Party (AAP) 
initially attempted to stand by Koodankulam protesters. In 
March 2014, former AAP leader Prashant Bhushan held a 
meeting with the People’s Movement Against Nuclear Energy 
(PMANE) leader Udaykumar in Idinthakarai and reportedly 
declared that the party has “always opposed nuclear energy 
and also the Koodankulam Nuclear Power Project….”38 
Subsequently, Udayakumar “had decided to join the AAP 
after its high command agreed to fulfill his conditions such 
as taking people’s opinion on establishing nuclear reactors 
and decentralisation of power.”39 He contested the 16th 
Parliamentary election from the Kanyakumari Lok Sabha 
constituency as the AAP candidate, but lost; in October 2014 
he quit the party alleging that the AAP “lacks clarity on the 

38 “AAP backs anti-nuclear activists in Kudankulam”, Deccan Herald, 
December 30, 2013, https://www.deccanherald.com/content/377674/aap-
backs-anti-nuclear-activists.html.

39 P. Sudakar, “Anti-Kudankulam activist Udayakumar joins AAP”, The Hindu, 
February, 2014, https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/antikudankulam-
activist-udayakumar-joins-aap/article5736964.ece.
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nuclear policy of the nation.”40 Besides, AAP no national party 
has ever adopted the anti-nuclear movement or subscribed to 
the anti-nuclear ideology.

The other method attempted was the formation of a political 
party with an anti-nuclear ideology and alliances with like-
minded regional parties, with the hope of taking their voices to 
legislatures, and to reach out to wider audiences. Udaykumar, 
after several futile political forays, launched his new political 
party ‘Pachai Tamizhagam’ (Green Tamil Nadu) with a 
“manifesto dedicated to fighting against nuclear energy… (and) 
not contest to win but to make people aware” of the nuclear 
risks.41 Further, PMANE and other environment organizations, 
in cooperation with the Left Front (CPI, CPM), and other lesser-
known regional parties such as the Viduthalai Chiruthaigal 
Katch (Liberation Panther Party), Marumalarchi Dravida 
Munnetra Kazhagam (Renaissance Dravida Progressive 
Federation), Indian Union Muslim League, Social Democratic 
Party of India, Tamizhaga Vaazhvurimai Katchi (Tamil Nadu 
Right to Livelihood Party), have been found working for some 
time as a united front during State elections in Tamil Nadu. 
During the local elections, the Government has tended not to 
annoy protesters, but in the post-election phase they have been 
dealt with in a highhanded manner.

a PrognoSiS

A technological controversy, such as the debate over 
nuclear energy, is a dynamic social process that cannot readily 

40 M. Aruloli, “SP Udayakumar quits Aam Aadmi Party”, Deccan Chronicle, 
October 19, 2014, https://www.deccanchronicle.com/141019/nation-
current-affairs/article/sp-udayakumar-quits-aam-aadmi-party.

41 Julie Mariappan, “Udayakumar, anti-nuclear activist, floats party to continue 
crusade”, The Times of India, January 19, 2016, https://timesofindia.
indiatimes.com/city/chennai/Udayakumar-anti-nuclear-activist-floats-
party-to-continue-crusade/articleshow/50634568.cms.
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be predicted or managed due to the involvement of a variety of 
actors, factors and settings, each exerting complex influences 
over the other.42 It is, however, a fact that citizens are now 
playing a more visible role in nuclear policy making. The 
question, then, is how is the public to be led to the “right” 
decision?43 The key is to impartially identify what is right, and 
how and who should convince the public. It is easy for anti-
nuclear activists to rouse public opinion to a fever pitch by 
playing on the mysteries of the atom and invisible radiation. In 
defence, there is no magical cure. Without prejudice, society 
needs to weigh the benefits of nuclear technology accrued 
during the past decades in relation to the losses or risks 
experienced. Broadly, owing to overemphasis on the risks 
involved, the achievements and benefits of nuclear technology 
in many sectors, including energy, have tended to be drowned 
out.

Undeniably, nuclear technology has the potential to 
address all our energy needs if it is harnessed safely. Past 
nuclear disaster-related and project-induced, sufferings have 
demonized nuclear technology. Probably the sophistication and 
maturity of the technology needs to be enhanced to a greater 
height to eradicate all probable risks attached to it. There is, 
consequently, need to introspect the technology has failed us 
or have we failed the technology?

As far as India’s nuclear energy trajectory is concerned, 
there can be no looking back. In the long-term, however, the 

42 Paul C. Stern and Roger E. Kasperson, “Public Acceptance of Energy 
Technology”, in Paul C. Stern and Roger E. Kasperson, ed., Facilitating 
Climate Change Responses, Washington D.C.: National Academic Press, 
2010, pp. 45-60.  

43 Roger E. Kasperson, et.al., “Public Opposition to Nuclear Energy: 
Retrospect and Prospect”, Science, Technology, & Human Values, Volume 
5, Number 31, Spring 1980, p. 17.
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fate of India’s programme will be determined on the basis of: 
how early and how much affordable electricity is harnessed 
without any major nuclear accident. Any delay in project 
completion and any safety-related incident would intensify 
the presently sporadic anti-nuclear sentiment, giving it a pan-
Indian character. 

Crucially, sporadic public opposition in various areas 
should not be clubbed into a single category of motivation, as 
diverse plans throng with competing motivations and values. 
Citizens’ concerns about nuclear energy projects cannot be 
addressed solely by a ‘nuclear energy policy’. Along with 
efficient project execution and mature technology application, 
a concerted effort must be made to prepare a pool of ‘nuclear 
cheerleaders’ (they need not be technocrats) who can be 
integral to a nation-wide Nuclear Knowledge Management 
(NKM) framework, to effectively address the prevailing 
misconceptions on, and individual concerns regarding, nuclear 
energy projects, while propagating its utility and necessity for 
India.


