Korea Energy Effort Hit by Heat Wave
by Jaeyeon Woo
June 11, 2013 - South Korea has had an early heat wave this year, complicating efforts to cut down on energy consumption.  For the 1st 10 days of June, the average daytime temperature was 30.1°C (86.2°F), a level more likely to be reached in mid-August and the highest for the period since 1907, when the Korea Meteorological Administration started observing weather conditions in Seoul.
The heat wave came as 9 of the country’s 23 nuclear power plants are out of operation, due to regular maintenance and in some cases safety concerns.  That put a strain on the country’s energy industry.  Nuclear power is the country’s 2nd-largest source of energy, after coal.
The Korea Meteorological Administration attributed the exceptional heat to high pressure over Russia’s Sakhalin island, that has blocked air movement, and small high pressures holding over the Korean peninsula.
The presidential Blue House did its part in nationwide efforts to cut energy use, by allowing senior officials to attend a meeting in more casual outfits and by turning on air conditioning only when the indoor temperature hit 28°C.
“It doesn’t make a sense to wear suits and even a necktie during a meeting at a time when we need to save energy … Cheong Wa Dae should take an initiative and show an example,” said President Park Geun-hye during a regular Monday morning meeting with her senior advisors.  Cheong Wa Dae refers to the presidential office.  “Energy shortage has occurred repeatedly for the past couple of years now, and I am worried the lack of nuclear power plants in operation this year could exacerbate the problem,” she said.
Industry experts say the government underestimated the country’s long-term energy demands.  According to the state-run Korea Energy Economics Institute, energy consumption grew 6.5% a year from 2000 to 2011, much higher than the government’s 2.5% annual growth projection from 2006.
In February, Ms. Park’s government released its energy plan for the next 15 years.  The government plans to build smart grid systems to maximize energy efficiency and cut dependency on nuclear power.  The previous government had planned to expand nuclear energy production.  Ms. Park’s plan calls for the building of 12 coal-fired electric power plants and 6 liquefied natural gas plants.
In the meantime, the heat wave and energy shortage are likely to affect the everyday lives of Koreans this summer.  On Monday, Seoul’s city government said it would reduce daytime subway operation in July and August.  The number of trains in operation will drop to 919 a day from the current 1,050.  Also, the city said it would crack down on downtown shops that leave their doors open while blasting their air conditioning, a marketing tactic aimed at luring overheated shoppers.
Rain in Seoul is expected to provide relief on Tuesday afternoon and Wednesday, but the heat is expected to return this weekend, according to the weather agency.
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