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Hyperion Power Generation, and NuScale
Power, think they have a better idea: small,
distributed units designed to power the
equivalent of a midsize town.
Glibly nicknamed "backyard nukes," these
mini power plants don't require a lot of
capital, and to hear their proponents explain
it, they're safe too.
Hyperion, based in Los Alamos, N.M., is
developing a system utilizing technology
licensed from the famed Los Alamos
National Laboratory that costs from $30
million to $50 million.

By Brian Dumaine, assistant managing editor
March 11, 2010: 10:31 AM ET

(Fortune Magazine) -- Long left for dead, the
U.S. nuclear power industry appears poised
for a comeback.
President Barack Obama earlier this year
announced an $8.3 billion loan guarantee to
help the Georgia utility Southern Co. build
two large reactors, and he wants to triple the
amount of federal loan guarantees for plant
construction to $54 billion. Obama hopes a
slew of new plants will create jobs and lots of
affordable, clean electricity.

Hyperion CEO John "Grizz" Deal says that the
entire plant, including the reactor and
protective cabinet, will be about the size of a
hot tub -- eight feet tall by five feet wide -and will be available in late 2013.
Neighborhood associations need not fret
about tiny Three Mile Islands cropping up in
their communities. The units are designed to
be buried 15 feet or more underground.
When the core needs refueling, the power
company simply digs up the system and
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The problem: Even with the help of loan
guarantees, full-scale nuclear power plants
remain insanely expensive to build
(conventional plants start at $5 billion,
industry executives say).
Some industry players, such as Toshiba,
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installs a new one. "It has very few moving
parts, which means no operators are
needed," Deal says. (Homer Simpson need
not apply.)
And like its bigger brothers, Hyperion's 25megawatt plant, designed to generate
enough electricity to power 20,000 homes,
doesn't emit greenhouse gases. The
company says the cost to produce power is
about 10¢ a kilowatt hour, slightly above the
U.S. national average.
Of course, no community has yet to install
one of these mini power plants, and skeptics
have a host of worries. Edwin Lyman, a
senior staff scientist at the Union of
Concerned Scientists, argues that small
plants would lack the security systems of
giant commercial reactors, and thus could
be targets for terrorism.
He notes that the "fast reactor" technology
that mini-plants are based on has a spotty
track record. "If you lose coolant, the fast
reactor will melt down, and you could get an
explosion," Lyman explains.
None of that deters Hyperion's Deal. But if he
has a customer lined up, he isn't saying
where it is located. Hyperion's ultimate
target market is the developing world: "We
will build them in places [where] electricity is
either expensive or nonexistent," Deal says.
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A noble cause, but first he has to persuade
someone to let him build one.
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