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WHO B EN EFITS WH EN N UCLEAR POWER PL ANTS CLOSE?

The nuclear energy dilemma

Oligarchs,
unite now!

Below Underinvestment: a fire caused
by ageing energy infrastructure devastated the California town of Paradise,
killing 85 people, in 2018 Map sources
International Energy Agency (IAE);
US Nuclear Regulatory Commission
(USNRC)

Limiting global warming to 1.5ºC will mean a growing role for
nuclear power. As wildfires burn a parched land, California is
rethinking its decision to decommission its last nuclear plant

C

an yo u b e an environmen- Diablo will be California’s second and
talist and also pro-nuclear en- final nuclear plant closure after San
ergy? Heather Hoff is certain Onofre shut down in 2013. By 2025, the
you can. To her, they go hand share of nuclear power in the state’s
in hand. The 43-year-old mother of two electricity mix is expected to fall from
is a keen cyclist and hiker who drives around 10% today to zero; to compena second-hand electric car and works sate, the state hopes to triple its renewas a reactor operator and procedure able capacity. Despite being the home
writer at Diablo Canyon, California’s of the highly polluting tech industry1
last operational nuclear power plant, (Apple, Google, Facebook, Uber), Caliwhich the state legislature has commit- fornia likes to think of itself as in the
ted to shutting down in 2025. Diablo is vanguard of the ecological battle. For
on the Pacific coast, midway between several years, it has been trumpeting
San Francisco and Los Angeles, set in its intention to withdraw from nuclear
a vast, rolling landscape where cattle power and has set the goal of decarbongraze. In this picturesque setting, its ising its electricity supply by 2045 – as
two reactors generate 10% of Califor- required by a 2018 California Senate bill
nia’s electricity and more than half its – and banning the sale of new vehicles
carbon-free energy, on a footprint the with internal combustion engines from
size of a large farm.
2035, which will automatically lead to
Hoff says she’s the ‘ultimate envi- huge additional demand for electricity.
ronmentalist’, though her campaign to
save her workplace – against the advice
of her employer Pacific Gas & Electric
(PG&E) – and to revive nuclear power
in the United States, runs counter to a
50-year-old founding principle of the
environmental movement. ‘It’s the most
useful thing I could do for the environment. And it’s funny because I grew up
always wanting to be saving the whales
or [involved in] wildlife conservation.
But nuclear leads to all those things,’
she told me in a bar in downtown San
Luis Obispo, the nearest town to the
plant. Hoff, who was wearing a pendant
around her neck containing thorium, a
weakly radioactive, fluorescent metal,
always carries homemade stickers for
laptops and water bottles with the slogan ‘I ♥ U 235’ and a drawing of a heart
orbited by tiny electrons. ‘When nuclear
plants close, they’re replaced by fossil Heather Hoff
fuels. It took me a long time to come to
this conclusion.’
Diablo Canyon’s operating license
came up for review in 2016 – normal Hoff ’s conviction that closing the
practice for any plant approaching 40 plant was ridiculous, given the need to
years of operation. There was wide- decarbonise and the rising electricity
spread surprise when PG&E and the demand, led her to co-found Mothers
California legislature agreed it would for Nuclear with Kristin Zaitz, an engiclose. Regulations in California give neering manager at the plant, on Earth
renewable energy priority as a power Day in 2016. The homepage of their
source, meaning Diablo Canyon could website, which they manage in their
only operate at half-capacity, compro- spare time, shows a gallery of women
mising its profitability, said PG&E, a who share their belief that nuclear
private company traded on the stock energy is essential to fighting global
market, which nonetheless has a public warming and to ensuring a viable
service mission.
future for their children. The website

Hardly anyone’s
fighting to keep
the power plants
running, least of
all environmentalists like us. And
yet it’s people like
us who should
care most

•

Serge Halimi is president and editorial director of Le Monde
diplomatique
Cover Diablo Canyon nuclear power plant, Avila Beach,
California, 2012 Cover detail Fang Fang, February 2020

lists nuclear power’s benefits – it’s a
carbon-free, dense and controllable
energy source with a tiny footprint –
and insists they far outweigh the risks.
‘Hardly anyone’s fighting to keep
the power plants running, least of all
environmentalists like us. And yet it’s
the environmentalists who should care
most,’ Hoff told me. She sees solar and
wind power as allies of nuclear, but on
their own they cannot meet present,
let alone future, demand because of
their low energy density and intermittent supply. ‘Wind and solar are great,’
acknowledges Jennifer Klay, a group
member and physics professor at Cal
Poly Tech, ‘but they only reduce fossil
fuel use when the wind is blowing and
the sun is shining. Nuclear power can
replace fossil fuels 24/7.’ Klay says that
closing Diablo Canyon and promising
to replace it in the short to medium
term with entirely renewable energy is magical thinking. Hoff, for her
part, favours a ‘strong nuclear base’
for California’s electricity mix, which
could cover all off-peak demand as a
minimum. The rest could come from
renewables: hydro, solar, wind and
geothermal.
Mothers for Nuclear attracted little
attention when it was set up; it didn’t
even receive financial backing from the
nuclear industry. But since then, global
warming and the resulting hazards
of drought and fire have become the
number-one threat in California. This
has shaken confidence that closing
Diablo is the right decision, and the
group now has strong support.
A joint study published last November by scientists from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT)
and Stanford University was the first
major challenge to the closure decision.
Its authors suggested that extending
Diablo’s life by 10 years would reduce
carbon emissions by 10%, and thus
California’s gas dependence.2 Keeping
it running until 2045 could save up to
$21bn in grid costs and spare 364 sq km
of land that would otherwise be needed
for renewable energy production. The
study also recommended using Diablo’s energy to power a desalination
plant to alleviate California’s chronic
drinking water shortage.
Then, in early February, 75 scientists (including Nobel prize-winning

physicist Steven Chu, Obama’s energy
secretary) signed a joint letter calling
on Democratic governor Gavin Newsom to extend the plant’s life: ‘The
threat of climate change is too real
and too pressing to leap before we
look,’ they wrote; closing Diablo ‘will
increase greenhouse gas emissions,
air pollution and make reaching the
goal of 100% clean electricity by 2045
much harder and more expensive.’ The
shutdown of San Onofre increased
the state’s power plant emissions by
35%, according to the California Air
Resources Board. Since hydroelectric
power could not make up the shortfall
because of chronic drought, the slack
was largely taken up by gas-fired plants.3
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Unconventional nuclear lobby
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laming all current ills on a single cause
was already common practice in ancient Rome.
Cato the Elder ended all his speeches, no matter
what the subject, with the words ‘Carthage must be
destroyed’. In 1984 public broadcaster France Télévisions
asked the late Yves Montand to present ‘Vive la crise!’ (Long
live the crisis), which set out to explain to the French public
that the welfare state was to blame for all their problems –
and austerity the remedy.
Then terrorism became the fixation, the magic slate that
allows everything else to be erased. In the first hour after
the 9/11 attacks, British civil servants received a message
from a special advisor to transport secretary Stephen Byers
telling them, ‘It’s now a very good day to get out anything
we want to bury.’ They could just use what would soon become known as the ‘war on terror’ to obscure any bad news,
even if it had nothing to do with Osama bin Laden. Today
the Russian government blames everything on Western
‘plots’; in the West it’s always ‘Moscow’s fault’.
It’s the same with the falling standard of living. President
Joe Biden constantly attributes soaring inflation in the US
to ‘Putin’s tax on both food and gas’. Emmanuel Macron
claims his poorest compatriots’ problems are due to the
‘war economy’. But if that’s true, France must have been at
war for the last 40 years, because the indexation of wages
to prices ended in 1982, when François Mitterrand and
his finance minister Jacques Delors gave business owners
their biggest ever gift in the form of letting prices (and
profits) overtake average income; there was no such gift
for their employees, whose purchasing power was permanently slashed.
Yet, at the time, Ukraine and Russia were still part of
the same country and Putin had yet to leave his native
Leningrad. The ‘war economy’ has merely prolonged and
accelerated the impoverishment of the poorest, while the
profits of the CAC 40 index giants (€160bn in 2021) have just
broken the record set 15 years ago. In short, everything has
changed except for the worldwide precedence of dividends
over pay. And the determination of governments to favour
the former over the latter. Oligarchs of the world, unite…
The magic slate works for environmental issues too. Coal
mining restarting, rail freight being sacrificed, fracking,
digital pollution, jewellers’ outrageous advertising in the
media and on billboards: should Putin be blamed for all
of this too? Next, the French state will be giving electric
fans and bottled water to the poorest, and discounts on
fuel to those who don’t go shopping by bicycle. So why is
the government taking such ‘emergency measures’? The
answer is, because urgent measures can always wait
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America’s ageing nuclear facilities

Seattle

In Washington DC there is an official
nuclear lobby, the Nuclear Energy Institute; its members are utilities that
own nuclear power plants. But these
companies also run gas- and coalfired plants, ‘so they’re sometimes
a bit ambivalent about being highly
focused on nuclear,’ says Ed Kee, an
expert on the economics of nuclear
energy, consultant to governments
and private companies, and author of
the book Market Failure.4 Rather than
a conventional lobby, the US nuclear
sector is a group of companies with
a variety of different and sometimes
conflicting agendas.
Mothers for Nuclear is trying to fill
the gap, carving out its own, admittedly modest, patch: six years after its
creation, the group has 5,600 Twitter
followers. It caught the attention of
German environmental activist Britta
Augustin, who in September 2020 contacted MFN to propose setting up a European branch. In July 2022, European
Mothers for Nuclear went to Strasbourg
to support the European Parliament’s
decision to include nuclear (and gas)
activities in the list of ‘environmentally
sustainable activities’ – much to the
dismay of most other environmental
activists.
Surprisingly, California’s green
movement has not always been anti-nuclear. In the 1960s it favoured nuclear power over hydroelectric, which
was accused of destroying aquatic
wildlife and flooding valleys, and considered coal the least bad source of
power. But attitudes to nuclear power
have varied according to perceived
threats at any one time. However, once
the case against nuclear power became
established, from the 1970s, the support of Californian greens played a
decisive role in reducing the size of the
sector. (Diablo was originally to have
had six reactors, for example.)
In 1981, two years after the accident
at Three Mile Island in Pennsylvania,
2,000 people were arrested during
a huge demonstration to block the
construction of Diablo. It remains the
US ’s largest ever anti-nuclear protest;
Buddhist monks came on foot from
Santa Barbara. But hard-core anti-nuclear activists are now ageing, as was
clear from those who attended an
anti-Diablo public meeting at Cal Poly
Tech in early April.
California’s Central Coast has long
been blessed with the kind of Mediterranean microclimate in which lemon
trees thrive. In the first half of the
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20th century, newspaper magnate William Randolph Hearst, an inspiration
for Citizen Kane, built his legendary
Xanadu Palace here, well away from
the sprawl of Los Angeles. But now, in
2022, California is again experiencing a
summer drought. The stifling heat has
led to spikes in electricity consumption
(because of the widespread use of air
conditioning), overloading the grid,
especially in the evenings, when solar
energy does not produce power. This
leaves the state with no choice but to
burn more fossil fuels to avoid massive
power cuts.5
Unprecedented water restrictions
have been introduced to deal with the
‘drought of the millennium’, which has
in fact been going on for years. The
under-maintained power grid, which is
ill-suited to such conditions, is starting
to cause huge fires. PG&E has admitted
responsibility for the so-called Camp
Fire, which in 2018 devastated the town
of Paradise, killing 85 and destroying
19,000 buildings. In January 2019 the
company sought bankruptcy protection after accumulating around $30bn
in liability for fires started by its poorly
maintained equipment.6
The electricity grid has also proved
completely unsuited to diversification
of production caused by the development of solar and wind power. Hydropower – ‘the backbone of low-carbon
electricity generation’ along with nuclear, according to the International
Energy Agency (I EA ) – will not be
much help in the future, despite the
California legislature’s stated intention
of relying on it post-Diablo in just three
years’ time. Throughout the American
West, rivers and dams are drying up.
Hydropower output will probably
be cut in half this summer, a taste of
things to come.
Climate activists often view support
for nuclear power as a betrayal, even
sacrilege. There is no shortage of arguments against this energy source7 in
campaigning organisations’ literature
in the US and elsewhere, including the
difficulty of managing nuclear waste,
the risk of accidents, poor maintenance,
ageing infrastructure and problems
securing a fuel supply. However, in the
absence of viable alternatives, there
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are more and more ‘heretics’, such as
Zion Lights, former spokesperson for
Extinction Rebellion, the degrowth
movement founded in the UK . Lights
gradually found herself out of step with
the movement, which she felt ‘peddled
messages of doomsday gloom’ and
offered ‘little in the way of positive
solutions’. She now believes that ‘any
rational, evidence-based approach
shows that a strategy including nuclear
energy is the only realistic solution to
driving down emissions at the scale
and speed required.’8
In its four main scenarios for limiting
global warming to 1.5ºC, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) envisages a huge increase in renewable energy, as well as a significant
increase in the world’s nuclear capacity.
Lights denies that this is a U-turn and
instead calls it a ‘logical next step’ in
the quest for climate change solutions.
In Germany the Greens are engaged
in an internal battle over their energy
choices of the past 20 years. Historian
Anna Veronika Wendland, a leading
figure in the German environmentalist movement who once campaigned
against nuclear power, now accuses
German Greens of an ‘irrational fear
of the atom’. Although they remain a
small minority, these nuclear converts
have upset the previous consensus.
And a growing number of Californians,
including those concerned about climate change, now wonder whether
it’s right to close nuclear power plants
if they are only going to be replaced by
fossil fuels with high CO2 emissions.

The fracking revolution
The US has no lack of fossil fuels. The
fracking revolution boosted production in the late 2000s, making the
country the world’s largest oil and gas
producer. It also made many planned
nuclear power plants obsolete over
the past 20 years. ‘Natural gas is fairly
cheap in the US and plentiful,’ Kee says,
‘and [a natural gas plant] ends up being
the easier thing to build...We basically
met our Paris Accord greenhouse gas
emissions targets by doing nothing...
Natural gas plants replace coal plants.
That causes a big reduction in green-

house gas emissions without doing
anything on the part of the federal
government. We’ve become a bit complacent because of that,’ he says. Even in
pro-nuclear states, the availability and
cheapness of shale gas is discouraging
new nuclear plant construction.
With 93 nuclear reactors in operation, the US still has the world’s largest
nuclear sector, but it’s in poor shape. In
terms of its share of national electricity
production (20%), American nuclear
power is still far behind the world
leader, France (over 70%). The brutal
deregulation of the energy market in
much of the country has weakened
the nuclear sector and expertise is
disappearing as reactors are decommissioned and engineers retire. Costs
and delays mount daily on the only two
reactors currently under construction,
Plant Vogtle units 3 and 4 in Georgia.
The only exception is Washington
State, which in 2019 passed an environmental law, the Clean Energy
Transformation Act, requiring power
companies to be carbon neutral by
2030 or face hefty fines. With hydropower output almost at capacity, the
state is trying to develop new types of
Small Modular Reactors (SMR), though
these come with the known problem
of a very high price tag. The first four
will be built by the Columbia River. A
start-up owned by Bill Gates also plans
to build a state-of-the-art power plant
in Kemmerer, Wyoming, on the site of
a coal-fired plant.
While building a new nuclear power
plant is very expensive in the West
(it’s much less so in Asia), the initial
investment in old plants such as Diablo
has long since been absorbed. Even
factoring in maintenance costs, established nuclear remains the cheapest
source of carbon-free electricity in
the US , according to the International
Energy Agency (IEA), which includes
construction as well as running costs in
its calculations. Next cheapest are solar
and onshore wind, then new nuclear,
which is significantly more expensive,
but still cheaper than offshore wind,
the most expensive of all carbon-free
sources, according to the IEA.9 The
Biden administration has clearly taken these statistics to heart: in April it

offered $6bn in aid to extend the life
of ageing nuclear plants. Ten days later,
California’s Democratic governor Gavin
Newsom said it would be ‘remiss’ not to
reconsider the closure of Diablo if some
of the money was awarded to his state.10

Earthquake zone
While the US nuclear sector is largely
privatised, managing nuclear waste
is the responsibility of the state and
managed from Washington. The 1982
Nuclear Waste Policy Act required federal government to provide disposal
solutions to private operators of nuclear reactors. In fact, almost no waste
has been removed from nuclear plants.
For a time, the government considered
using an underground facility at Yucca
Mountain in Nevada, but the site, a twohour drive northwest of Las Vegas, has
been beset by practical and political
problems. So the waste has continued
to accumulate at some 60 sites for the
past 40 years and the federal government has paid the companies hundreds of millions of dollars annually
for breaching its contract, money that
the operators are not obliged to spend
on storage.
The problem of what to do with the
waste is a perennial one, with no obvious long-term solution, but Mothers
for Nuclear is blithely optimistic. ‘Diablo Canyon stores its own spent fuel
on site in dry casks outside and you
can stand right next to the canisters
and not have any effects of radiation,
and you can sleep on top of them, if
you wanted to’, says Klay. ‘They’re not
dangerous, right?’
The Diablo plant’s location, near an
earthquake zone, alarms opponents of
nuclear power. One of the three fault
lines near the plant was not discovered till after it was built. Originally
designed to withstand a magnitude
6.5 earthquake, Diablo plant was retrospectively upgraded to withstand a
magnitude 7.5 shock. During the last
earthquake in the region in San Simeon
in 2003 (magnitude 6.5), the plant did
not experience problems. But what if
Continued on page 5 ▶
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RESTI NG PL ACE OF REVOLUTIONARI ES, I NTERNATIONALS AN D POETS

A tiny piece of Palestine, not quite forgotten

Left Palestinian martyrs’ cemetery: Ghassan
Kanafani (seated, left), writer and PFLP spokesman,
speaking here at a press conference in Amman
on 15 September 1970, is buried here Right Going
soon? Diablo Canyon, California’s only operational
nuclear power plant, is due to close in 2024

There’s a graveyard in Beirut for those who died for the Palestinian cause in the 1970s and early 80s.
Few foreign visitors know about it, yet the cemetery marks a time when the struggle was international

The nuclear energy dilemma
▶ Continued from page 3

Nicolas Dot-Pouillard and Pierre Tonachella | Translated by George Miller

the camps. It was here that Kesteman received
weapons training.
After a final trip home, she returned to Lebanon in 1984. On 23 September she set off in an
inflatable dinghy with four Fatah fighters to take
part in an armed operation in Israel. Off the city
of Saida, then under occupation, they had a first
encounter with the Israeli navy, which forced
them to go ashore to continue fighting. In the end,
two fighters were captured and three, including
Kesteman, were killed. She was 34. She was buried
in the martyrs’ cemetery, as was her wish, with
both military honours from Fatah and a religious
ceremony (she had converted to Islam). Some 300
Palestinians attended her funeral.

Nearby Ghassan Kanafani, spokesman of the
Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine
(PFLP) and a short story writer1 is buried next to
his 17-year-old niece Lamis; both were killed in an
Israeli secret service attack in Beirut on 8 July 1972.
Ali Hassan Salameh, known as the ‘Red Prince’, is
also interred here; he was a member of the Fatah
leadership responsible for relations between the
PLO’s Palestinian headquarters and the US secret
services. He was married to a Lebanese woman,
Georgina Rizk, who won Miss Universe in 1971. His
car was blown up in a Mossad attack in Beirut on
22 January 1979.

No religious divides

In this cemetery, there
are no religious
divides: Palestinians,
other Arabs and
internationalists lie
side by side. You may
come upon the resting
place of the poet
Kamal Kheir Beik, who
with Adonis founded
the Lebanese literary
magazine Shi’r

1 See Men in the Sun and other Palestinian Stories, Lynne
Rienner Publishers, 1998

the Israeli occupation of Beirut; and the other the
Shatila mosque, in the centre of the camp, where
nearly 500 victims of the fighting between Fatah
and Amal are buried. Unlike these, the martyrs’
cemetery is outside the camp’s perimeter, on its
eastern side, by Jamal Abdel Nasser street.

Olive branches on the graves
Few Lebanese are aware of this site alongside a
polluted and often congested highway. It’s invisible to motorists hurrying through the Shatila
roundabout, hidden by a rubbish dump, scrap
metal yards, trees and an army checkpoint. At
the entrance, Palestinian flags and Fatah’s yellow
and white colours bedeck the perimeter. A portrait of Arafat covers the entirety of a crumbling
stone wall.
As you enter, under a canopy of pines and
palms, the atmosphere becomes suddenly peaceful. The hum of the highway skirting Beirut’s
southern suburbs fades. Before you are irregular
rows of low graves with black lettering carved
into white stone, and the emblems of Palestinian
political parties. Some headstones are dirty and
part-uprooted; others, pristine and well tended.
By the graves, on tree trunks and ochre walls,
hang laminated posters of Palestinian activists,
some faded, others still colourful. Families have
placed olive branches in plastic bottles and pots
on the graves.
The caretaker’s family live in a small house
by the main entrance. You’ll often see the father
and his two children burning piles of branches
and dead leaves in the white avenues, or the
mother throwing buckets of water on the ground
and brushing with her broom. The eldest child
sits swinging on a plastic chair under the Fatah
banners, staring at his mobile, glancing up occasionally to see who’s coming and going. These
are the people to ask if you’re looking for a particular grave.
Walking along the cemetery’s narrow paths is like
stepping back in time. Most of those buried here
died in Israeli attacks or the Lebanese civil war. The
graves of Kamal Nasser, Kamal Adwan and Mohammed Yousef Najjar stand in a row, a reminder of the
Mossad attack on 9 April 1973, in which they killed
these three prominent PLO leaders in an apartment
block in Beirut’s Verdun district. (Their assassination was a key scene in Steven Spielberg’s 2005 film
Munich, which was criticised by Palestinians for its
lack of historical accuracy.)

PAU L P O P P E R · P O P P E R F OTO · G E T T Y

Are the days of the
martyrs’ cemetery
numbered? Its history,
which bears witness
to a revolutionary era
that many say is over,
can still intersect with
current events
Every year, French activists come to Lebanon to
commemorate the Sabra and Shatila massacres
of September 1982; few have heard of their compatriot Françoise Kesteman. Like pro-Palestinian
activists from the Americas or Asia, they generally
focus on the mass grave near the former Kuwaiti
embassy, at the entrance of the camp, and lay
wreaths there to the accompaniment of Palestinian bagpipe music. They are unaware of the
martyrs’ cemetery just 100m away. Anniversary
events still go on in this place that was intended to
be international, but only Palestinians now linger.
There are few places left to bury the dead, and the
cost of a plot has become very high.
Are the days of the martyrs’ cemetery numbered? Its history, which bears witness to an
internationalist, revolutionary era that many say
is over, nonetheless sometimes intersects with
current events. In April 2012 the Tunisian General
Labour Union (UGTT), having helped bring down
President Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali, solemnly welcomed the remains of Umran Kilani Muqqadami
at Tunis Carthage airport with the Tunisian army
in attendance. Muqqadami, who died in southern
Lebanon in April 1988, had been buried in Lebanon in the martyrs’ cemetery for 24 years before
his remains were returned to Tunisia. The Ben Ali
regime had refused any national commemoration
of this young man from the Gafsa mining basin
who had been involved in the Democratic Front
for the Liberation of Palestine (DFLP). After the
revolution in April 2012, his remains could at last
be repatriated.
More recently, in May 2021, Palestinians in
Lebanon demonstrated near the cemetery in
solidarity with the inhabitants of the Gaza Strip,
then undergoing renewed Israeli bombardment,
and with residents of East Jerusalem’s Sheikh
Jarrah district, under threat from Israeli settlers.
And this May, the PFLP organised a ceremony
at the cemetery to mark the release of Japanese
Red Army founder Fusako Shigenobu, who spent
years in hiding in Lebanon before returning to
Japan in 2000, where she was imprisoned. In
this place of the dead, a connection with living
history remains

’The road back is devastation’
‘The road back is nothing but devastation,’ she
wrote in her diary, excerpts of which appeared
in Mourir pour la Palestine (Dying for Palestine,
1985). In this book, which relates her travels in
Lebanon in 1981 and 1982, Kesteman describes
the suffering Palestinian families had endured
since 1948, stories of disappearances and families
torn apart. She recounts daily life in the Rashidieh camp in a time of interminable war, with its
toll of dead and wounded. The harshness of this
life was made bearable by friendships and the
daily tasks punctuating the day, transposed
from a rural world left behind in Palestine to

GEORGE ROSE · GETTY
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h e C emeter y o f t h e Martyrs of
the Revolution near the road to Beirut
International Airport is a tiny piece of
Palestine in the middle of Lebanon. You
don’t need to be Palestinian to be buried here:
it’s a multi-faith site – the only qualification for
admission is to have served the Palestinian cause.
It is thus the end point of the stories of those who
travelled here from all over the world. The men
and women buried here come mostly from a
forgotten era which began in the late 1960s, when
the Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO) was
set up in Lebanon, and lasted until the Palestinian
withdrawal from Beirut in summer 1982, after the
Israeli invasion of Lebanon
As well as seeking the liberation of Palestine,
the PLO built social, charitable, military and artistic institutions in exile, mobilising all those in
the refugee camps. The organisation’s ideals were
nationalist and revolutionary and it subscribed
to the Third-Worldism of the time: it forged links
with the Lebanese left, collaborating particularly
with the local Communist Party (CPL). The Palestinian left and Yasser Arafat’s Fatah (the PLO’s
main constituent organisation) attracted many
Lebanese, other Arab and international activists,
some from as far away as Bangladesh, Japan and
Latin America.
Fatah’s international affairs department engaged in dialogue about a single ‘democratic
Palestine’, bringing together Jews, Christians and
Muslims, and including prominent figures such
as the writer Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-80) and the
Italian Communist Party leaders Enrico Berlinguer
(1922-84) and Luigi Longo (1900-80).
The PLO -affiliated Foundation for the Care
and Rehabilitation of the Families of the Martyrs
was set up in 1965. It leased a small plot of land
from the Lebanese state near the Shatila refugee
camp to create a Palestinian national cemetery.
Part of the plot was destroyed and served as a
retrenchment camp for the Palestinians during
their 1985-87 war against the Syrian-backed Amal
movement composed of Lebanese Shia. During
the period of reconstruction that followed the end
of the civil war in 1990, the site was threatened by
motorway redevelopment and its size reduced by
various urban redevelopment schemes.
This cemetery is not to be confused with two
other Palestinian sites of memory in Shatila: one
at the southern entrance to the camp, a mass
grave and memorial to the September 1982 massacres by Christian militias allied to Tel Aviv during

In this cemetery, there are no religious divides:
Palestinians, other Arabs and so-called ‘internationals’ lie side by side. Wandering around, you
may come upon the resting place of the Syrian
poet Kamal Kheir Beik, of the Syrian Social Nationalist Party (SSNP), who, with the poet Adonis,
founded the renowned Lebanese literary magazine Shi’r (Poetry). Beik, author of a landmark
thesis on modernity in contemporary Arabic
poetry, was killed in November 1980 in Beirut. The
Syrian poet Nizar Qabbani’s wife and muse, Balqis
al-Rawi, killed in an attack on the Iraqi embassy
in Lebanon on 15 December 1981, is buried close
to the main entrance.
Japanese involvement in the Palestinian cause
is commemorated here with monuments. Plaques
pay tribute to Japanese Red Army (JRA) militants
Yasuyuki Yasuda, Tsuyoshi Okudaira and Kozo
Okamoto – only Okamoto is still alive – who
conducted an armed attack on Tel Aviv’s Lod
airport in May 1972, killing 26 people. The JRA
had links to the Popular Front for the Liberation
of Palestine (PFLP) at the time. Its disbandment
was announced in 2001.
Another memorial, dedicated to Kamal Mustafa
Ali, is a reminder of Bangladeshi activists’ commitment to the Palestinian cause. Mustafa Ali, a
Bangladeshi activist in the Popular Front-General
Command (a pro-Syrian PFLP offshoot), died
during an Israeli assault on Beaufort Castle, a
well-known strategic location in southern Lebanon, built by crusaders in the 12th century and
occupied by the Israelis from summer 1982. His
remains were only recovered in 2004 during a
prisoner exchange between Lebanese party Hizbullah and the Israeli army, and then returned
to his family.
Finally, there are Europeans, including members of the Irish Republican Army (IRA), and
French militants such as Françoise Kesteman, who
was born in 1950 in Nice. To indicate the location
of her grave, the caretaker nodded to the back of
the cemetery and said, ‘Al firansiyya’ (the French
woman). Kesteman was the granddaughter of
anarcho-syndicalists and daughter of communists; her mother Inès passed on her memories
of the International Brigades in the Spanish civil
war (1936-39). Kesteman left her job as a nurse in
Marseilles for Lebanon in 1980 and made a second
trip a year later to volunteer with the Palestinian
Red Crescent and was based in the Palestinian
refugee camp of Rashidieh, near Tyre in southern
Lebanon close to the Israeli border. After returning
to France in 1981, she visited Lebanon again during
the Israeli invasion in summer 1982, travelling
through Syria to Beirut, then on to Tyre.
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there were an earthquake of magnitude
9.1 (as in Fukushima) that precipitated
a tsunami? That question remains
unanswered.
Former journalist David Weisman
is familiar with these issues. For many
years he has been the outreach coordinator for the Alliance for Nuclear
Responsibility, an organisation campaigning for Diablo Canyon’s closure.
He lives inside the plant’s evacuation
zone. In addition to obsolescence
and safety issues, Weisman flags up
an economic problem: nuclear power
is ‘too expensive. PG&E says so, not
me.’ California can get by, he says,
with ‘energy sobriety’ (an idea rarely
mentioned in San Luis Obispo) and
with new electricity imports from
outside the state. He places a lot of
hope in wind power from Wyoming,
maintaining it could in the future feed
into California’s grid via a new 1,500km high-voltage line. The project is
being funded by the investor Warren
Buffet, the world’s eighth richest man,
and billionaire Philip Anschutz, an oil
and sports events magnate, neither of
whom personifies ‘energy sobriety’...

‘Californians will lose both ways’
Gene Nelson, legal counsel for Californians for Green Nuclear Power (CGNP),
says his fellow Californians must believe in Santa Claus if they imagine that
this new electricity from Wyoming will
be clean. Wind farms are being built
on the windy uplands of this sparsely
populated state, encouraged by the
tax credits introduced by the Obama
administration to guarantee a good
return on investment, but their total
output is small compared to the vast
amount of coal Wyoming produces
(coal still provides a quarter of total US
energy consumed).
While states such as Washington
have banned the import of ‘dirty’ electricity generated from coal, California
has not, says Nelson, a retired professor
who has made the fighting for the environment and saving nuclear power his
life’s work. In 2009 the California legislature created a legal loophole, ‘unspecified imports’, which allows the state
to exclude imported energy from its
carbon footprint calculations. It’s obvious, Nelson thinks, since electricity has
no smell, that promises of clean power
from Wyoming are just greenwashing.
‘Californians will lose both ways: by

losing Diablo, they’ll pay more for more
polluted electricity.’

The problem of storage
Underlying the debate about the future
electricity mix in California, the world’s
fifth largest economy, are the difficult
trade-offs faced by advanced economies that have invested in intermittent
renewables such as solar and wind, but
ignored the problem of storage. Surplus
electricity produced by the California
sun in the middle of the day is frequently sold at a loss to neighbouring
states, which are equipping themselves
with solar and in turn experiencing the
same problems. This is because the
expensive lithium storage batteries last
only a few hours and have a lifespan of
only five to ten years.
There exists the option of pumpedstorage facilities, which use excess
power to create a temporary artificial
lake upstream, which later flows downstream, driving turbines and (re)generating power. California already has two
such facilities, at Helms and Castaic, but
building more would be huge projects,
requiring a large amount of land for
relatively modest gains. Other storage
options are still on an experimental
scale: the sector is in its infancy and
suffers from under-investment.11
However, California doesn’t lack
ambition when it comes to renewable
energy. A wind farm project was presented to the press and residents of San
Luis Obispo this spring. The planned
installation would be located about
40km offshore, opposite Diablo, in
order to reuse the existing power grid
after it is retired. The project is part of
the US ’s first national offshore wind
plan. It is huge in every way, with an
eventual maximum theoretical capacity of 3GW by 2030 (with actual power
delivery estimated at half that amount
due to wind being an intermittent
source), almost three times larger than
Hornsea 1 in the North Sea, currently
the world’s largest installation, which
has 174 turbines.
A lithium storage plant is also
planned, likewise the world’s largest, according to its builder, the Texas-based
Vistra Corporation. The plant will be
at Morro Bay on the Pacific, replacing
an old coal-fired power station. With a
capacity of 600MW, it is projected to
house 180,000 lithium-ion batteries in
three huge buildings. The local press is

enthusiastic: the project promises jobs
and income for a county that will be
hard hit by Diablo’s closure.
PG&E meanwhile plans to hand the
protected natural area around Diablo
over to the indigenous Northern Chumash people. Though Diablo’s closure
sounds like a boon for the community,
some here are sceptical. Scott Lathrop,
a tribal leader, is in favour of extending
the plant’s life until something better
comes along. He’s not impressed by the
offshore wind plan.
He says, ‘It’s a lot cheaper to extend
Diablo than to create a whole new industry. The Morro Bay Area is off the
coast of our homeland. We’re talking
like 400 square miles of field and in
order to put the turbines together,
they have to build a wind port, essentially 100 acres on the waterfront. We
would be replacing our cheapest energy
source with our most expensive. You
realise the amount of area that you
need for wind farms and solar and
batteries for backup? And it wouldn't
even replace all of the power. Why is
that a good idea?’ He believes the main
beneficiary from a nuclear-free California will be the gas industry
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