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Nuclear energy is one of the cornerstones of the contemporary Czech energy policy. In the country of
ten million people, six commercial reactors are on line and two to four new units have been envisaged
by recent official documents. The Czechs seem to be committed to nuclear despite the contemporary
trends in both the regional and European energy policies, which clearly favor renewable and/or more
flexible conventional sources. In this article we examine the main drivers behind the Czech Republic’s
enduring interest in nuclear energy. The main line of reasoning is informed by Jack Snyder’s strategic
culture concept, which stresses cultural factors and factors related to the structural characteristics of a
country’s decision-making process in explaining how concrete policies come into existence. Since such
a perspective is rather rare in the field of energy policy analysis, the broader aim of this article is to
attract more scientific attention to explanations that go beyond standard techno-economical or systemic

Keywords:
Nuclear energy
Strategic culture
Path dependence

Energy policy |
analyses.

© 2017 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

In the aftermath of the Fukushima accident, the European
Commission tightened nuclear safety rules and many European
countries turned away from nuclear power. Belgium, Switzerland,
Spain, and even France have all reconsidered their nuclear energy
policies [1]. Germany, with its game-changing “Atomausstieg”
decision, has finally officially joined Austria in its strong opposi-
tion of nuclear. At the same time, their common neighbor, the Czech
Republic, introduced an ambitious plan to build as many as 14 new
reactor units by 2060 in its 2011 draft of the State Energy Policy
Update (SEPU) [2]. Despite the SEPU’s final version, issued in 2014,
reduced the number of new units to between two and four [3], it
remains clear that the Czech energy policy is following a whole dif-
ferent direction to the ones of Germany and Austria. Remarkably,
the pro-nuclear policy continues despite the constraining features
of the nuclear power plants such as lengthy construction times,
immense capital costs and little output flexibility, all of which make
them increasingly difficult to build and operate profitably under the
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current market conditions ([4]: 107-113). As the future markets of
conventional sources are generally believed to demand flexibility
for balancing the non-dispatchable renewable sources, a decision
to build a country’s energy policy around capital-intensive and
inflexible nuclear power may be difficult to explain via standard
techno-economic or systemic analyses. Hence, this paper focuses
on cultural factors as well as factors related to the structural char-
acteristics of the country’s decision-making process. As such, it
is significantly informed by Jack Snyder’s strategic culture con-
cept, through which he explains the different reactions of different
decision-making systems to the same input information ([5,6]: 8).
According to Howlett ([7]: 3), strategic culture is a product of a
range of circumstances such as geography, history and narratives
that shape collective identity, but one which also allows it a role in
both enabling and constraining decisions about security. In accor-
dance with Dellecker and Gomart [8], Kim [9] or Hadfield [10] we
argue that the concept can also be utilized for guiding energy pol-
icy research. From this perspective, the specific energy policies are
influenced and enabled/constrained by the factors that are specific
to the cultural and structural environments in which the decision-
making process is embedded [11]. We argue that the cultural and
structural factors provide an additional layer of explanation of the
current Czech energy policy as well as shed some light on more gen-
eral questions such as: In a strongly asymmetric energy/economy
relationship, why would the smaller country pursue energy policy
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that fundamentally diverges from that of the larger country? And
why would a mid-sized European country lock itself in an energy
policy that could eventually become incompatible with the regional
and European market environments?

2. Strategic culture

The strategic culture concept was formulated by Jack Snyder
in his 1977 paper on the specific features of the Soviet approach to
strategic thought, in which he suggested that the American notions
of limited nuclear war and intrawar deterrence may not be shared
by the Soviet decision makers ([5,6]: ii). The idea that there might
be alternative cognitive frameworks related to strategic decision-
making, questioned the very basis of American thinking about
national security — the assumption that there is a single, univer-
sal strategic rationality, which is adopted by any self-aware and
perceptive actor, derived in the 1960s from abstract game theory
by Thomas Schelling [12] ([13]: 3).

Snyder himself sees strategic culture as “the sum total of ideas,
conditioned emotional responses, and patterns of habitual behav-
ior that members of a national strategic community have acquired
through instruction or imitation and share with each other with regard
to nuclear strategy” ([5,6]: 18) He emphasizes that the specific
strategic thinking of an individual or a group is a result of a social-
ization process, to which the individuals are exposed once they join
the decision-making community. Furthermore, despite attitudes of
the community may change as a result of changes in technology
and the international environment, new problems are not assessed
objectively. Rather, they are seen through the perceptual lens pro-
vided by the strategic culture ([5,6]: v). The core of strategic culture
lies therefore in two concepts: the culture, e. g. the ideas and think-
ing/behavior patterns that are shared and perpetuated among the
members of a decision-making community; and the structure, e.g.
the way the community is structured, which shapes the way the
socialization process affects the community members. We argue
that the conceptual framework of strategic culture can provide use-
ful insights also into fields other than strategic thinking, including
energy policy.

The idea of applying the framework to energy-related issues
is not new. Dellecker and Gomart [8] dwell on the concept when
examining the role of energy policy within the renewed geopoliti-
cal ambitions of the Russian Federation, Kim [9] assesses the South
Korean strategic nuclear energy culture in relation to Korea’s ambi-
tions to shape the new international non-proliferation regime, and,
most recently, Hadfield [10] introduces a sector-specific strategic
energy culture that stems from the range of bilateral EU-Russia
energy security policies, suggesting that strategic culture may even
be shared between diverse decision-making communities provided
they operate in close contact. With this paper we intend to broaden
the strategic culture-based energy literature by using the frame-
work to introduce a non-techno-economical explanation for the
profoundly pro-nuclear energy policy of the Czech Republic.

3. Nuclear energy in the Czech Republic

In the former Czechoslovakia, energy emerged as a national
policy issue shortly after World War Il in relation to the coal indus-
try restructuring. As domestic coal production had mostly fueled
the military industry (over which the Germans had taken con-
trol during the War), the postwar state energy strategy focused
on optimization of coal reserves development and on establish-
ing supply lines for the centrally planned development of heavy
industry. Already in the 1950s it became apparent that coal alone
could not provide enough power for booming industry, and the
decision-makers started searching for additional sources of energy.

The country’s tradition in uranium mining (see for example [14])
and advanced technological know-how made the country capable
of manufacturing most of a nuclear plant’s components. These were
among the main reasons for developing nuclear energy as an addi-
tion to the coal-based generation portfolio (For more details see
[15]: 116-123). Since Czechoslovak exports represented the back-
bone of the Soviet uranium supply, the Soviet Union was keen to
assist Czechoslovakia with designing and building the new units.
The first result of this cooperation was the A-1 plant. Its con-
struction commenced in 1958 and in 1972 it came on line ([16]:
245-246). The cooperation then took off substantially as 24 reac-
tor units were envisaged for the 1979-2010 period ([17]: 65). By
1991, when the Soviet Union collapsed, eight of them were com-
pleted: four units in Slovak Jaslovské Bohunice and another four in
Czech Dukovany. Another eight were under construction: four in
Slovak Mochovce and four in Czech Temelin [18]. Temelin’s third
and fourth reactor units, which were in the planning stage, were
cancelled as early as 1990 and a debate over whether to write off
the growing sunk costs or finish the construction of the first and
second units accompanied each government until their grid con-
nection in 2000 and 2003 respectively ([16]: 249-250). Already in
2004, the State Energy Policy document envisaged building another
two or more large reactors, which started the discussion about fur-
ther development of the nuclear sector that has continued ever
since [19].

4. Cultural factors

In this section, we introduce three important cultural factors
influencing the Czech energy policy articulation: the importance of
energy self-sufficiency, the image of the external enemy, and the
role that the issue of nuclear waste occupies in the Czech energy
discourse.

4.1. Self-sufficiency as the core concept

The concept of self-sufficiency has played an important role
throughout the 1990s’ debate over the Temelin NPP completion.
The idea of importing electricity is barely acceptable for 90%
of Czech citizens [20] and this feeling is widely shared among
the decision-makers. The most recent official documents such as
the SEPU present “energy security” and “energy self-sufficiency”
as interchangeable terms, even though its main line of reason-
ing is derived from the works of ENTSO-E which, instead of
self-sufficiency, praises generation adequacy combined with trade-
facilitating cross-border interconnections as a means of fostering
security of supply [21]. Interestingly, the Update’s Supplemen-
tary Analytical Material, in a rather Freudian manner, accidentally
replaces “competitiveness” with “self-sufficiency” in a standard tri-
angle depiction of energy policy goals (security, competitiveness,
sustainability) ([22]: 8).

It is not the consensus on self-sufficiency that makes the
Czech Republic unique — the vast majority of any state’s citi-
zens would probably support their state’s self-sufficiency for any
form of production. Rather, it is the idea that nuclear energy
ranks among preferred domestic sources which makes the country
unique. Despite the fact that Czech companies do not participate
in the nuclear power’s front cycle anymore and the options for
nuclear fuel diversification are rather limited [23], the perception
of nuclear as a domestic source remains an integral and unchal-
lenged part of the Czech energy discourse. There are three reasons
that could explain this perception. First, the technological charac-
teristics of the nuclear energy front cycle make nuclear fuel an
engineering product rather than a natural gas-like energy com-
modity ([24]: 487-491). Furthermore, its energy density allows
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stockpiling, which significantly reduces a country’s short-term
sensitivity to any supply disruptions, making the nuclear fuel
imports less of a security challenge. Second, the Czech Repub-
lic/Czechoslovakia ranked among 10 largest producers of uranium
ore in the 1945-2007 period [25]. Most of the produced ura-
nium was transferred to the Soviet Union/Russia, where the fuel
cells were fabricated. Hence, the Czech nuclear industry emerged
and developed as nearly self-sufficient, combining domestically-
produced uranium with contracted processing and manufacturing
services. Third, the fact that the Czechoslovak/Czech industry in
fact manufactured many of the A-1 reactor unit’s key components
as well as participated significantly on the units that followed
[26,18] may give an impression that nuclear power plants belong
among the Czech technological know-how, making them domesti-
cally accessible.

4.2. External enemy

The discussion over completion of the Temelin NPP continued
long after the 1993 Government decision to go on with the project.
Throughout the 1990s, energy experts from the industry, academia
and non-governmental sector alike voiced their concerns about the
profitability of the project and some even questioned its very neces-
sity (See for example [27]: 129, [28]). As a result of construction
delays and cost overruns the public support for further develop-
ment of nuclear power fell from the usual 60-70% to just 47% in
the late 1990s [29]. The Government was then forced to recon-
firm the decision about the plant’s completion in 1999. In 2000,
when the first unit was finally about to come on line, Austria and
Germany launched a series of protests against the plant’s start up.
The German Government suggested postponing it while the Austri-
ans pushed for a complete abandonment of the plant, at one point
threating to block Czech entry to the EU. Meanwhile, the protesters
from Austria blocked the border crossings between the two coun-
tries [30]. These protests yielded after concessions regarding the
internationalization of the Czech plants’ safety control ([31]: 199),
but arguably brought along one side effect as well: a mobilization of
support for nuclear energy among the Czech population. The idea
of the Austrians and Germans (historical relations with whom they
have a troubled history) questioning their engineering prowess and
depriving them of the highly desired EU membership, was for many
Czechs difficult to accept. In 2000-2001, the public support for
nuclear energy returned to the 60-70% level [29], arguably as a
result of the first Temelin unit coming on line and the bad public
image of the foreign statesmen and protesters who tried to prevent
it from happening. This experience has been partially renewed after
the 2011 “Atomausstieg” decision in Germany. The Czech energy
industry insiders, traditionally rather skeptical about renewable
energy, have labelled the German decision as “impulsive” and/or
“emotional” and praised the “rational thinking” that takes place in
Czech energy decision-making ([32,33]; examples include [34,35];
for a dissenting view see [36]). The dominant narrative about the
German Energiewende at Czech energy conferences, such as the
Czech Energy Congress of 2013, has been that these impulsive Ger-
man decisions pose a threat for the stability and functioning of the
regional market [33]. And so the German anti-nuclear policy was
once again considered as a destabilizing factor for the Czech energy
industry and its nuclear ambitions.

4.3. Nuclear waste as a non-issue

In many developed countries it used to be the combination of
power plant safety and the nuclear waste issue that was driving
the anti-nuclear reasoning. In the Czech Republic, however, nuclear
waste is perceived as a purely technical issue, something similar
to the front end of the fuel cycle and consequently as something

that the responsible engineers should be in charge of. The 2008
Eurobarometer study on nuclear energy confirms this assumption,
reporting that along with the Lithuanians and Slovaks, the Czechs
in particular seem to be supportive of the idea that responsible
authorities should be left to decide, in the event of a disposal site
for radioactive waste being built in the respondents’ locality ([37]:
40).In the Czech case the responsible authorities are the Ministry of
trade and industry, which established a special agency for localizing
the future geological repository. The Radioactive Waste Repository
Agency (RAWRA), as it is called, is now deeply immersed in an
exhausting, more than 20 year long negotiation process with ca. 50
municipalities located in seven localities whose geology is consid-
ered as suitable for the project. The Ministers, whose time in office
is limited (two years on average), often refrain from taking major
steps in the uneasy task of seeking compromise with the municipal-
ities and leave the agenda on RAWRA. The overall picture therefore
seems to be of people leaving the agenda to the decision makers,
who, in turn, leave it to RAWRA. The agency, however, has only lim-
ited competencies in terms of policy making. As a result, the nuclear
waste discourse exists separately from the (nuclear) energy dis-
course. Nuclear waste is considered anissue that needs to be tackled
anyway, since it already exists, and as such there is no need for it
to be taken into consideration when drafting new energy policy.
The resulting absence of nuclear waste in the energy policy dis-
course makes nuclear an environmentally appealing alternative to
polluting coal. Such a view is supported by many decision-makers
(for example [38,39]) and the majority of the population: in a 2009
poll, 51% of respondents were found to support nuclear power as
the dominant source of electricity in 2030. The renewables followed
with 36%, and only 13% of respondents supported coal or natural
gas. Interestingly, even among the Green party voters, a staggering
41% supported the nuclear over the renewables and other sources
[40].

5. Structural factors
5.1. Path dependence

Path dependence, one of the main characteristics of the energy
industry in general, is especially traceable in the energy industries
of the Central and Eastern European countries which underwent
a democratic transition in the early 1990s ([15]: 342-343; [41]:
911-912). As a legacy of the command economy, in which eco-
nomic, social and environmental costs of energy production were of
secondary concern, the Czech energy industry has been tradition-
ally governed by technicians. Technicians have also been among
the most represented professionals in the decision-making bodies
as the decision-makers usually recruited directly from the indus-
try. As a result, Czech energy policy has traditionally been decided
upon by a closed, technically-oriented community and there has
been very little or no public discussion about the energy issues
whatsoever [32]. Moreover, the decision-making structure tends
to reproduce itself as it is generally believed that there need to be
people who understand the technical setting of the current electric-
ity generation portfolio among the decision-makers. The empirical
evidence seems to support that assumption: in 2015, two of the
top fifteen representatives of the Ministry of Trade and Industry’s
Energy Section graduated from the nuclear energy study programs.
Another telling example is the energy policy articulation of the sec-
ond largest coalition party - ANO 2011. The party has had its energy
policy formulated by Jifi Tyc, a former NPP Temelin technician, a
founder of a pro-nuclear NGO, and the CEO of the ENERGOSERVIS
company (part of the CEZ group) [42]. Since a person’s decisions are
influenced by their background and identity, the strong represen-
tation of nuclear energy insiders in the key decision-making and
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policy-articulating bodies undoubtedly leads to actions and strate-
gies being formulated from, or at least strongly influenced by, the
nuclear industry perspective.

5.2. Vested interests

The power industry in the Czech Republic is dominated by the
CEZ group, which ranks among the ten largest utilities in Europe in
terms of installed capacity. CEZ owns and operates 75% of the Czech
generation capacity, including the country’s two nuclear power
plants [43]. According to The Economist, being rather a big com-
pany in a rather small country makes it unusually powerful, even
by the standards of former monopolies such as EDF in France [44].

Despite much having been written about CEZ actively influenc-
ing Czech politics (see for example The Economist [44], Bursik [32];
Zatloukal [45]; and a certain indication could also be the fact that
the company’s Wikipedia entry features a chapter titled “Influence
on politics” [51]), the idea of CEZ being in control of the country’s
energy policy would probably be a bit far-fetched. However, just
the simple fact that the state is the company’s major shareholder,
places the decision makers on a thin ice. The state energy officials
are used to checking every piece of legislation for the effects it might
have on CEZ. Both formal and informal consultation between civil
servants and the company representatives take place on a regular
basis as this is considered mutually beneficial: CEZ naturally lobbies
for favorable legislation and the state officials gain access to other-
wise inaccessible information obtained by the company’s business
intelligence. The statement by the Minister of Finance and ANO
2011 leader, Andrej Babis, on the decision to breach the so-called
“territorial ecological mining limits” and continue with opencast
coal production in North-Western regions, gives a certain indica-
tion of this practice: “Our political movement and I have finally
decided to trust the analysis of the semi-state owned company CEZ
which expects that the coal supply for small consumers and heat-
ing plants will be in danger as early as in 2022” [46]. In many cases,
however, it does not end with consultations. The former Minister
of Environment, Martin Bursik (Green Party) adds: “CEZ’s external
relations unit and a top lobby group have a great impact on public
opinion and it even formulates many of the country’s energy laws.
In terms of influence, its backers have a majority in the government
as well as in both chambers of parliament” [32].

It can be stated that if not directly cultivated by the CEZ position,
Czech decision-making about energy always at least takes into the
consideration the company’s interests. And those interests obvi-
ously converge in maintaining its profitable business model, which
is based on low variable cost plants such as the nuclear, hydro, and
recently-refurbished coal units. Importantly, in the case of nuclear,
CEZ does not need to worry about the immense capital costs that
otherwise come along with the plants’ construction. CEZ inherited
the publicly-financed Dukovany plant and received state guaran-
tees for the loans used to complete the Temelin plant, which made
their operation extremely profitable. The plants were consequently
nick-named “money printers” by some industry insiders [47]. As the
potential for hydropower is already exhausted and production of
coal is expected to decline (|3]: 18, 106), nuclear remains the only
pillar of the company’s business model that could be further devel-
oped. However, since CEZ is unwilling to build the new reactor units
on its own under the current and expected market conditions, the
question of state aid comes to the fore once again [48]. With guar-
antees envisaged by the National Action Plan for Nuclear Energy
Development in the Czech Republic: a Contract-for-Difference for
35 years with the strike price between 66 and 99 eur/MWh ([49]:
71), CEZ would be able to lock in its business model at least until
2067, provided that the new units come online in 2032-2033, as

envisaged by the SEPU. There is no reason not to think that CEZ
pulls all the strings in achieving that.

6. Conclusions and policy implications

We employed Jack Snyder’s concept of strategic culture in order
to provide a deeper understanding of the drivers behind Czech pro-
nuclear energy policy. In accordance with the concept, we identified
and introduced two sets of the drivers: cultural and structural. It
can be concluded that the cultural drivers are based on two mis-
conceptions that make the nuclear option seem attractive. First,
the idea of nuclear energy as a domestic source of power, which
capitalizes on Czech uranium mining history and the country’s
advanced technological base, and supports popular support for
energy self-sufficiency. Second, the idea of nuclear waste as anissue
to be handled exclusively by the dedicated RAWRA agency and
the municipalities considered as hosts to the envisaged geological
repository, which effectively pushes the nuclear waste issue out-
side of the overall (nuclear) energy discourse in the Czech Republic.
The separation of the two discourses results in the perception of
nuclear energy as an environmentally-sound alternative to the coal,
which in turn alienates the Czech position from the ones held
by neighboring Austria and Germany. The German anti-nuclear
policy is then viewed as biased/irrational/emotional and poten-
tially endangering the regional supply system as a whole. In the
Czech discourse this perceived threat resonates with the events
of the late 1990s, when the “nuclear-fearing” Austrians and Ger-
mans questioned the Czech technological abilities in relation to the
NPP Temelin completion, which at the end of the day stimulated
the national consensus on nuclear energy and eased the country’s
hangover from the plant’s delays and cost overruns. The cultural
factors then act as enabling conditions for the structural factors
to actually transform the pro-nuclear culture into specific policies.
The most important factors seem to be the sheer amount of nuclear
industry insiders, who take part in the decision-making process and
who bring the nuclear energy perspective to the fore of that pro-
cess; as well as the vested interests of the influential state-owned
company CEZ, the business model on which the survival of nuclear
energy depends in the country.

The recent developments in the regional electricity market and
the ongoing Energiewende process put the Czech energy strat-
egy on trial. The preference of capital-intensive and inflexible
nuclear power plants, and the overall construction process which
is expected to take between 17 and 22 years ([49]: 68), hardly seem
compatible with the fast-changing environment the market finds
itself in at the moment. Moreover, as CEZ is unwilling to finance
the new reactor units on its own, the Government needs to find
alternative ways of financing them if it wants to fulfill the plans
envisaged by the SEPU. However, any sort of state aid would be
controversial as it potentially contradicts the European regulations
[50], and as it would cause Czech taxpayers or electricity con-
sumers to end up subsidizing the electricity prices for the whole
region since the electricity produced in the Czech Republic can be
freely traded elsewhere ([4]: 116). The future of Czech energy policy
would furthermore provide two important signals about the ongo-
ing macro-trends in the European energy industry. First, it could
reveal the limits of the EU Member States’ right to decide their own
energy mix as embedded in the Lisbon Treaty. Being firmly entan-
gled with the German market, which is governed by an anti-nuclear
energy policy, the ability of the Czech decision-makers to push an
independent, pro-nuclear policy is questioned. The future develop-
ments will therefore show whether two essentially contradictory
energy policies can coexist within a closely interconnected region.
Second, it will be important for the European nuclear industry as
a whole. As the Czech socio-political environment remains very
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favorable for the industry’s further development, a failure to build
the envisaged units would certainly undermine its future prospects.
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