SIEWCast Season 5: Episode 4
Interview with Bernard Fontana, Chairman & Chief Executive Officer, EDF

Lynlee Foo (MONEYFM 89.3)
Hello I’m Lynlee, welcome to SIEWCast, the thought leadership platform of the Singapore International Energy Week. Joining me today is Bernard Fontana, Chairman and CEO of EDF, the French electricity company. EDF's businesses span nuclear power, hydropower, and renewables. EDF has also been in Asia for more than 40 years. You have a regional headquarters and a research lab right here in Singapore. Bernard, good to have you with us.

Bernard Fontana (EDF)
Thank you, really nice to be here.

Lynlee Foo (MONEYFM 89.3)
Bernard, I understand you've worked in industries that use a lot of energy. So you're leading a company that supplies it, right? From where you sit, what's driving the growing demand for electricity, particularly in Asia?

Bernard Fontana (EDF)
Yes, it's a growing demand of electricity and it is structural. It is driven by electrification, by transport, and now by AI, and it's an opportunity for the countries to develop a reliable, competitive, and low-carbon source of energy. And I think that every country now the supply of energy is a national security question. So I think that for poorer systems, importance is resilience, and it's necessary to focus on three priorities: one, to modernise the grids and increase their resilience; second, to invest in dispatchable, low-carbon energy generation; and then to establish stable framework to attract long-term investment. And as you mentioned, EDF brings expertise from nuclear, hydro, renewables, grids, and it's ready with its experience of providing 95% competitive, sovereign, and low-carbon electricity to corporations in ASEAN countries.

Lynlee Foo (MONEYFM 89.3)
Okay, let's talk about nuclear, which is a big part of EDF's business. Where do you see it fitting alongside renewables as demand grows?

Bernard Fontana (EDF)
Yes, we can see the demand of nuclear is also growing, in particular in Asia. And there's good reason; because nuclear with hydro is a very good complement to renewable because it provides 24/7, whatever the weather, stable electricity, and you need stability of the grid. You need not only the balance between supply and demand, but you must ensure the frequency. You must ensure the power of the grid, and nuclear brings it. Countries considering nuclear needs to go through a journey also, where you have regulators, strict regulation, also technology, then sustain a transparent partnership with the public for public acceptance. And with this, all this experience, I think EDF can be a good partner there.

Lynlee Foo (MONEYFM 89.3)
For a country considering nuclear for the first time, where should it start?

Bernard Fontana (EDF)
So, the first thing is to prepare a journey with regulation, with public acceptance, and because you have the technology, but the technology is just the tip of the iceberg. You must have the base, based on trust, on acceptance, on skills, and institution.

Lynlee Foo (MONEYFM 89.3)
Okay, would small modular reactors make nuclear an option for more countries, you think?

Bernard Fontana (EDF)
I think so. So, you have big reactors, but you need also some small reactors, and they are particularly fitted to some areas of some countries where you need, for example, both electricity and steam. And I see a development of small reactors, yes.

Lynlee Foo (MONEYFM 89.3)
Okay, you've seen what it takes to build major projects. Countries now need to build a lot more energy infrastructure. From your experience, what tends to hold these projects up?

Bernard Fontana (EDF)
So, what you want is efficient licencing and permitting projects. Then you want a supply chain that is able to supply, and skilled labourers. For me, it's a constant focus on safety, quality, do things right the first time, and lead time, focus on time, reduce the time. For example, in France, the government has put in place a regulation to facilitate the permitting, to accelerate it. We have gathered all the supply chain in what we call GIFEN. It's 250,000 employees of 3,000 companies, and we organise ourselves to hire 10,000 new employees every year. And we invest in the supply chain in France and with our partner countries. And with this, we put in place a system that is able to supply 3.5 gigawatt of new nuclear every year.

Lynlee Foo (MONEYFM 89.3)
These projects do need a lot of money upfront. It can be years before they start producing power. What gives investors the confidence to commit?

Bernard Fontana (EDF)
Yes, we see more and more investors coming. So you need visibility, a plus is when you have state engagement and sovereignty consideration. Also, in any case, you need a clear description of the roles, a clear risk mapping, and proper risk allocation. And for example, contracts for difference, we call them CFDs, give certainty of the income, but it's also a good exercise to allocate the risk, and in other countries you now see other developments like regulated asset-based model that attract more investors. So, it's a journey with clearly more and more investors coming.

Lynlee Foo (MONEYFM 89.3)
How would that work in practice? Could you perhaps give us an example?

Bernard Fontana (EDF)
So, I have an example in mind in the UK, Sizewell C, where we do replication, so it's a standardisation approach of the technology with a replication, and then the government is committed. We are committed, and then investors came and they asked for more shares, so we reduced our share to 12.5%. So, and once again, a clear risk allocation.

Lynlee Foo (MONEYFM 89.3)
Okay, when you talk about risk allocation, what should, I suppose, governments take responsibility for?

Bernard Fontana (EDF)
So then, it's all the discussions come. Where the discussion in France, they take responsibility for the stability of the regulation, for example. They can also support by guaranteeing some loans, and then of course the industry has to guarantee the technology, the performance of the industry, and that's where the balance comes.

Lynlee Foo (MONEYFM 89.3)
Okay, countries across Asia are starting from very different places. Where can working with international partners help most?

Bernard Fontana (EDF)
Yes, first you need the long-term partnership because you cannot just change every morning, and of course it has to be tailored. But for all of them, it's important to focus in the countries to build local capability plus sovereignty. And in nuclear, you want to have a safety cooperation. It can be at International Atomic Energy Agency, WANO for the operators, WENRA for the safety authorities, and EDF we have also an international forum like Eproog for EPR users, INAB for SMR, FINABe for the financing, and it's a partnership spirit. It has to be over time. And I've in mind a good example in South Africa, in Koeberg, you have Framatome reactors, and for EDF, it's a 40-year partnership that is continuing.

Lynlee Foo (MONEYFM 89.3)
Wow! How do you help the local team take on more over time?

Bernard Fontana (EDF)
Well, yes, it's a journey. First, we work on human capital to help them develop. Then we can also cooperate with the regulator, so that the regulator can go on board and take their employment, and then we train them, and they take their responsibility. So, we can go through all the journey with them, but fundamentally, the skills, the local supply chain, are a key subject.

Lynlee Foo (MONEYFM 89.3)
Okay, Bernard, this year's SIEW theme is “Connecting Energy Systems, Powering Tomorrow”. That includes linking grids across borders. It also means getting different technologies and electricity markets to work together. Where do you see the biggest gap in Asia today?

Bernard Fontana (EDF)
So, I think it’s a very good message on connecting infrastructure, which allows cross-border to provide more stability and to optimise the resources in generation. I can see also connecting technology because new technologies, smart grid, digital platform, help to balance between supply, storage, and demand, and I see connecting markets also because it brings efficiency, it brings competitiveness. But in any case, for me, it's very important to have a strong local supply and optionality. And ultimately, the challenge for the coming years is to strengthen the grid and the stability, and then to already work on long-term options to be able to supply stable generation of low-carbon electricity.

Lynlee Foo (MONEYFM 89.3)
But in the immediate to medium-term future, I suppose, what would you like to see change by 2030?

Bernard Fontana (EDF)
So, for me, it's accelerating the momentum on nuclear because I believe nuclear is really an option to provide stable generation, either with big reactors, and we propose EPR, but also with small reactors. And now we have on the market, NUWARD, a 400-megawatt small modular reactor.

Lynlee Foo (MONEYFM 89.3)
Benard, thank you so much for your time today.

Bernard Fontana (EDF)
Thank you.

Lynlee Foo (MONEYFM 89.3)
Bernard Fontana, Chairman and CEO of EDF. I'm Lynlee at Singapore International Energy Week.
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