THURSDAY, 15 DI
NEW DELHI

EMBER 2022

14

VIEWS

A civilizational pivot?
Don’'t hold your breath

America’s nuclear fusion success is a marvel for its energy yield. It brightens hopes of clean

power, but won't spell climate relief anytime soon. We must keep the technology under study

ike sunshine bursting through a sky
overcast by inflation, war and covid,
US government scientists gave us—all
humankind, no less—some good news
on Tuesday. On 5 December, the US
National Ignition Facility (NIF) suc-
cessfully conducted a contained nuclear fusion
that’s said to hold the promise of nearly limit-
less, safe and clean energy. The world’s largest
fusion lab converged 192 laser beams onto a
single peapod-size diamond-coated pellet of
frozen deuterium and tritium (hydrogen iso-
topes) encased ina tiny gold cylinder. The lasers
heated the fuel pellet to 150 million degrees
Celsius (like at the centre of the Sun) to create a
gas of free-moving negatively charged elec-
trons and positively charged nuclei, a state of
matter known as ‘plasma’. For the first time,
scientists were able to contain this plasma (an
example of uncontained fusion is the hydrogen
bomb), and, crucially, create more energy than
was put in by the lasers. Amid much global awe
of this “net energy gain”, scepticism abounds—
and rightly so. The laser shot of nearly 2.1 mega-
Jjoules did yield about one-and-a-half times that
input, but took more than 100 times that energy
Jjustto generate those laser beams in the first
place. So financially-viable fusion reactors
keeping our lights on remain a distant dream.
Still, NIF’s nuclear merger has brightened the
chance of fusion being deployed for energy
generation someday. Scientists have struggled
since the 1950s to get more energy out of fusion
than put in, and what was achieved is notable,
even historic. Like the use of nuclear fission—
atom splitting—to make steam that drives tur-
bines for power generation, fusion is carbon-
free. But unlike fission reactors, fusion is also
expected to be free of nuclear waste that stays

radioactive for centuries. Relieved of its high
operational and disposal risks and costs, the
global nuclear industry could ride to the
planet’srescue as a climate solution. Right now,
regular fission plants may beckon but remain
controversial. Unfortunately, a sober and open
debate on nuclear energy has neverreally taken
place either in or out of Indian Parliament.
Protests fuelled by local fears of radiation and
radioactive waste leaching into the sea domi-
nated the discourse over anuclear power
project in Kondakulam, Tamil Nadu, a decade
ago, but they were faced down. India currently
has plans to commission 20 nuclear power
plants by 2031, adding nearly 15,000MW to our
current capacity of 6,780MW across 22 plants
(under 2% of total power). We didn’t really ramp
up nuclear capacity after an import path was
cleared by a deal with the US (disaster liability
was a sore point with foreign suppliers), but our
scientific quest for fusion technology must see
no let-up. India isamong a handful of countries
that are part of ITER, an international nuclear
fusion project based in France that hopes to use
an experimental ‘Tokamak’ machine instead of
laser ignition to achieve net-positive energy
from fusion. Experiments are scheduled to
begin in December 2025.

The American achievement hasbeen
described as a ‘civilizational pivot’ by some sci-
entists, but we must moderate our expectations
of whatit can do to help the world achieve net-
zero carbon emissions. Right now, we must let
wind, solar and other sourceslead the charge
for clean energy. Ifanything else can chip in,
like nuclear fusion, all the better. It will be
cherry on the cake. In the meantime, Indian
scientists must keep studying how we can clean
up our energy mix cheaply and safely.

THEIR

mint

LIVEMINT.COM

Our promise of stable shores may
shine after 2023’s global storm

RBI is likely to pause rate hikes next year with monetary easing possible in the latter half of 2023-24.
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entral bank governors havealot
incommon with ship captains.

and the fullimpact of this year’s hikes
will materialize only in 2023-24.

So, what does the growth-inflation
outlook indicate about the monetary
policy direction? Our estimates suggest
dark clouds gathering over growth and
gradual disinflation.
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Aslowdown in domestic growth and
capped global commodity prices should
moderate core inflation in 2023-24.
Easing supply-chain bottlenecks should
also help, resulting in sharper goods
disinflation, relative to more sticky
services inflation. With second-round
effectsin check and fading cyclical

loped mark
recession, in our view, and toslay the
inflation beast, central banks globally will
likely keep policy rates higher for most of
2023, meaning that the recession may be
lessdeep than those: durmg the pandemic
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probably too late!

So, at the Reserve Bank of India’s
December meeting, markets were argu-
ably more interested in RBI's forward
guidance than itsrate hike. On this front,
the signals were pointedly hawkish. Mar-
kets picked up RBI'srepeated mention

d ingin US GDP growth
by 4.6 percentage points, peak-to-
trough, was accompanied by an average
6 percentage-pointdrop in India’s GDP
growth. A primal hit to exports transmits
ashock to the manufacturing sectorand

forces, pect inflation t
around 6.8% this fiscal yearand 5.0%
the next, close to RBI's projections (of
6.7%and 5.2% respectively).

What does this macro backdrop mean
for RBI? With the current policy rate at
6.25% and RBI's one-year-ahead infla-
tion projection at 5.4%, the real policy
rate isabout 0.8%, still below the 1% psy-
chological level that monetary policy

ittee (MPC) bersh i

din
the past. However, the softening of both
inflation and growth, and lagged effects
of monetary policy, mean that RBI could
hangitsboots on rate hikes soon. A 25
basis pointsrate hike at the February
close call, but even if it mate-
likely to be the final hike in
this cycle. Beyond that, along pause is
hkely, but we believe policy could turn

todemand uncertainty and financial
conditions, both of Whl(‘l’l takea hit
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Ilkcly lo hrmg dlsmﬂallonary pressures.
b

duringglobal

he

I monetary policy is
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the policy rate adjusted for inflation is
still dative, and its “withdrawal

plans. C Id offerarela-
tive buffer, but will also moderate, owing

ofaccommodation” stance, which sig-
nals more policy normalization to come.
Yet, between the lines, RBI's commu-
nication was actually far more nuanced.
Governor Shaktikanta Das mentioned
that future policy actions will take into
account the 225 basis points of rate hikes
already delivered and will be data-de-
pendent, suggesting that policy isnoton
apreset path. In an uncertain environ-
ment, firm guidance by central banks
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age5.1%, down from 6.6% in 2022-23.
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Let the third crisis of capitalism concentrate our minds

ous global storm is brewing and policy-
makers will need to stay vigilant.

JUST A rHOTQET

Nuclear power is

one hell of a way
to boil water.
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fection. Populist right-
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that provided correctives to capitalism.
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Christmas and happy new year!



