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An   Open   Letter   to   the   Sierra   Club   and   its   Members   

    
Like   all   Americans,   we   have   benefited   from   the   legacy   of   the   Sierra   Club's   century   of   environmental   

advocacy.   Your   organization   can   claim   among   its   victories   the   passage   and   defense   of   many   pieces   of   

federal   legislation   which   remain   at   the   core   of   our   nation's   environmental   protection.   The   Sierra   Club  
and   its   members   have   fought   to   expand   our   national   parks   and   protect   our   wildlands,   safeguarding   

these   natural   places   for   current   and   future   generations   to   enjoy.   We   applaud   these   important   

historical   and   ongoing   efforts.   As   fellow   grassroots   organizations   and   concerned   environmentalists,   
we   recognize   the   reality   and   urgency   of   the   climate   crisis   and   the   need   to   rapidly   and   permanently   

reduce   greenhouse   gas   emissions.   We   greatly   appreciate   the   Sierra   Club’s   efforts   to   reduce   pollution   

and   CO2   emissions   from   coal   through   your   Beyond   Coal   Campaign.   We   also   share   many   of   your   
values,   including   those   of   mutual   respect   and   integrity.   

    
While   we   share   many   of   the   same   principles   and   goals,   we   find   ourselves   at   odds   with   the   Sierra   

Club’s   current   opposition   to   the   use   of   nuclear   technologies   in   pursuit   of   the   elimination   of   

fossil-based   fuels.   The   dual   challenges   of   eliminating   global   carbon   emissions   and   ensuring   equitable   
access   to   sufficient   energy   for   all   people   will   require   the   use   of   all   clean   energy   technologies   at   our   

disposal.   Many   of   us   were   formerly   opposed   to   nuclear   energy,   but   over   the   years,   we   have   taken   the   

time   and   effort   to   reconsider   the   role   of   nuclear   power   in   addressing   the   global   challenges   and   
threats   of   this   century,   not   the   last.   

    

We   urge   the   Sierra   Club   and   its   members   to   reevaluate   their   anti-nuclear   stance   also;   especially   with   
regards   to   opposing   support   for   existing   nuclear   plants.   Such   an   endeavor   runs   directly   counter   to   the   

goal   of   combating   climate   change.   Given   the   climate   plight   we   find   ourselves   in,   all   new   renewable   

generation   must   be   used   to   replace   fossil   fuels,   as   opposed   to   other   non-emitting   sources   like   
nuclear.   Significant   additional   data   regarding   the   relative   risks   associated   with   climate   change   and   

civilian   nuclear   power   have   emerged   over   the   past   decades   which   warrant   a   reexamination   of   

previous   suppositions   and   concerns   about   fission   technology.   The   Sierra   Club   has   made   such   a   
reassessment   before,   and   should   do   so   again.   

    



The   anti-nuclear   position   now   held   by   the   Club   was   adopted   over   50   years   ago   in   a   rescission   of   its   
previous   support.   Early   in   the   technology's   history,   the   Sierra   Club   recognized   nuclear   energy’s   

power-dense   and   emission-free   environmental   benefits.   Many   of   the   Sierra   Club’s   members   at   the   

time   were   strong   advocates   for   the   energy   source.   Among   them   were   Will   Siri,   the   Club’s   president   at   
the   time,   and   the   photographer   and   Sierra   Club   board   member   Ansel   Adams.   Adams   once   noted   in   an   

interview   that   “the   danger   of   nuclear   power   is   conjectural   and   the   pollution   potential,   compared   with   

the   known   pollution   potential   of   burning   coal   and   oil,   is   minute.”   He   went   on   to   say,   “there   is   general   
agreement   that   nuclear   weapons   are   absurd,   but   I   disagree   with   the   view   that   nuclear   power   is   bad”.   

    

At   the   height   of   the   Cold   War,   when   concerns   over   the   technology’s   shared   roots   with   weapons   
intensified,   the   Club’s   position   was   reversed,   sparking   an   intense   internal   debate   among   the   

organization’s   leadership.   Such   a   change   in   position   is   understandable   given   the   threats   of   the   time.   

Environmental   leaders   of   the   1970s   had   grown   up   hiding   under   desks   to   protect   themselves   from   
missiles   launched   from   the   Soviet   Union.   Hundreds   of   atmospheric   atomic   weapons   were   being   

tested   in   the   skies   above,   raining   fallout   of   unknown   radiological   risk   upon   frightened   citizens.   
Thermonuclear   war   was   the   existential   threat   of   the   day,   and   global   warming   was   a   theory   only   of   

interest   to   select   atmospheric   scientists.   

    
The   world   has   changed   a   great   deal   since   then.   In   1958,   the   first   atmospheric   measurements   from   

the   Mauna   Loa   observatory   recorded   CO2   concentrations   of   313   ppm.   The   last   atmospheric   weapon   

test   occurred   in   1980,   by   which   time   concentrations   had   increased   to   335   ppm.   In   1990,   the   findings   
of   the   first   Intergovernmental   Panel   on   Climate   Change   (IPCC)   assessment   were   released,   stating   that   

“emissions   resulting   from   human   activities   are   substantially   increasing   the   atmospheric   

concentrations   of   the   greenhouse   gases.”    When   the   U.S.S.R.   dissolved   in   1991,   CO2   levels   were   
measured   at   350   ppm.,   In   2021,   Mauna   Loa   measured   CO2   over   420   ppm,   levels   not   seen   in   nearly   a   

million   years.   Anthropological   climate   change   is   now   one   of   the   most   significant   threats   humanity   

faces.   
    

A   universal   opposition   to   nuclear   power   is   no   longer   tenable   in   the   21st   century   given   the   

staggeringly   difficult   challenge   of   rapid   and   permanent   decarbonization.   Nuclear   generation   is   
carbon-free,   low-impact,   and   much   is   already   built.   The   2018   Special   Report   from   the   IPCC   even   

suggests   that   the   pathways   compatible   with   limited   warming   will   require   an   increase   in   global   

nuclear   power   production.   The   premature   shuttering   of   existing   nuclear   power   plants   stands   in   stark   



opposition   to   the   stated   carbon   goals   and   organizational   values   cited   by   the   Sierra   Club.   Such   closures   
threaten   to   offset   the   climate   benefits   of   increased   renewable   generation;   generation   that   should   be   

used   to   displace   coal,   oil,   and   fossil   gas.   Given   the   critical   need   to   reduce   carbon   emissions,   we   hope   

our   organizations   can   agree   that   fossil   generation   must   be   phased   out   first.   
    

We   ask   now   that   the   Sierra   Club   and   its   members   embrace   the   possibility   of   change   again   and   

reconsider   your   stated   “unequivocal   opposition   to   nuclear   energy”   for   the   sake   of   humanity   and   the   
planet.   

  

Sincerely,   
  

Dr.   James   E.   Hansen,   Earth   Institute,   Columbia   University   

Dr.   Ken   Caldeira,   Professor   Emeritus,   Dept.   of   Global   Ecology,   Carnegie   Institution   of   Science   

Dr.   Kerry   Emanuel,   Professor   of   Atmospheric   Science,   MIT   

Dr.   Pushker   Kharecha,   Earth   Institute,   Columbia   University   

Dr.   Richard   C.   J.   Somerville,   Distinguished   Professor   Emeritus,   Scripps   Institution   of   Oceanography,   UC-   San   Diego   

*Dr.   Jean   Bernard   Minster,   Distinguished   Professor   Emeritus,   Scripps   Institution   of   Oceanography,   UC   San   Diego.   

Dr.   Michael   McKinney,   Director   of   Environmental   Studies,   UT-Knoxville   

Dr.   Steven   Chu,   Secretary   of   Energy   (Obama   Administration),   Nobel   Laureate   (Physics)   

*Jared   Huffman   (D),   CA-2   United   States   House   of   Representatives   
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Christine   King,   Director   Gateway   for   Accelerated   Innovation   in   Nuclear,   INL   

Tom   Blees,   Author,   Founder   &   President,   Science   Council   for   Global   Initiatives   

Carl   Page,   Anthropocene   Institute   

Isabelle   Boemeke,   Model   and   Influencer,   Isodope   

Zion   Lights,   Author,   Science   Communicator,   Founder   of   Emergency   Reactor   

Heather   Hoff,   Mom,   Materials   Engineer,   Reactor   Operator,   Co-founder   Mothers   for   Nuclear   

Meredith   Angwin,   Energy   Analyst   and   Author   

Professor   David   N.   Ruzic,   "Illinois   EnergyProf"   on   YouTube   

Dr.   Zeke   Hausfather,   Director   of   Climate   and   Energy,   The   Breakthrough   Institute   

Dr.   Adam   Stein,,   Senior   Energy   &   Nuclear   Power   Analyst,   The   Breakthrough   Institute   

Reverend   Arran   Thorpe,   Epiphany   Anglican   Church   
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