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1.  Reading Passage

In  mid-March,  French  President  Emmanuel  Macron  stood  at  Penly,  a  windswept  site  on  the
Normandy  coast,  and  announced  the  start  of  a  new  generation  of  nuclear  reactors  due  to  begin
producing  electricity  in  2038.  He  called  atomic  energy  'the  work  of  the  century'  — a  phrase  that
sounded equal parts inspiring and ominous. Inspiring, because France is betting that nuclear power
can decarbonise  its  economy and free  Europe from imported Russian  gas.  Ominous,  because  the
company tasked with delivering this miracle, the state-controlled utility EDF, is widely accused of
being inward-looking, bureaucratic and politicised.

EDF's engineering reputation is genuine. Few firms anywhere match its expertise in designing and
operating large reactors, and France's existing fleet of 56 reactors — built in a remarkable 15-year
burst during the 1970s and 1980s — remains the backbone of European low-carbon power. But the
company  that  pulled  off  that  postwar  feat  looks  very  different  today.  Critics  quoted  in  the  press
describe EDF as a 'state within a state,' a sprawling organisation that has absorbed political loyalties
along  with  engineering  know-how.  Decisions  that  once  moved  quickly  now  wind  through
committees, ministries and presidential offices.

The warning signs are concrete. EDF's flagship next-generation reactor, Flamanville 3 in Normandy,
came  online  roughly  12  years  behind  schedule  and  billions  of  euros  over  budget.  Across  the
Channel, its Hinkley Point C project in Somerset — Britain's first new nuclear plant in a generation
—  has  suffered  its  own  cost  overruns,  shaking  confidence  among  investors  and  foreign
governments.  These are not safety failures or technical  breakdowns;  they are paperwork failures,
supply-chain  failures  and  management  failures.  The  physics  works.  The  bureaucracy,  allegedly,
does not.

Into  this  mess  walks  Bernard  Fontana,  EDF's  new chief  executive.  Fontana  replaced  Luc  Rémont,
who was pushed out after clashing with the French government over EDF's direction — a reminder
that in a state-owned company, the real boardroom sits in the presidential palace. Fontana's task is
daunting: build at least six new EPR2 reactors, each producing 1.6 gigawatts, at roughly the pace of
one  per  year.  He  must  also  rebuild  a  domestic  supply  chain,  recruit  thousands  of  welders  and
engineers, and finish Hinkley Point C without another embarrassing blowout. The first new French
reactor is not expected to generate power until 2038, fifteen years away.

Here's  the  catch.  The  world  isn't  waiting  for  France.  South  Korea's  KHNP recently  beat  EDF to  a
major Czech reactor contract, and American start-ups are racing to commercialise small modular
reactors  that  could  undercut  the  giant  EPR2  design  on  cost  and  flexibility.  Meanwhile,  Europe's
appetite  for  sovereign,  low-carbon  energy  has  never  been  larger;  data  centres  for  artificial
intelligence alone could swallow vast new tranches of electricity. If EDF delivers, France becomes
the indispensable power of European energy security.  If  it  stumbles, the nuclear revival passes to
Seoul, Washington or Beijing — and Macron's 'work of the century' becomes a cautionary tale about
what happens when a national champion forgets how to move fast.
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2.  Explanation

France  wants  to  lead  Europe's  nuclear  comeback  with  six  giant  new  reactors  —  but  its
state-owned champion EDF is so bloated and political that critics call it 'a state within a state.'

What's Going On?
In mid-March,  President Emmanuel  Macron visited the Penly site in Normandy to mark the start  of  a

new generation of French reactors, due to start producing electricity from 2038. Macron called atomic

energy 'the work of the century' and pledged to do it for the country's children.

But EDF, the state-owned utility tasked with the build, is in trouble. The article reports that under new

CEO Bernard Fontana, EDF must deliver six 1.6GW EPR2 reactors at home while also keeping the UK's

Hinkley Point C project alive — all while critics say the company has grown inward-looking, politicised

and tangled in red tape.

How To Think About It
Think  of  EDF  less  like  a  normal  company  and  more  like  a  national  institution  that  happens  to  sell

electricity — closer to a public works ministry than to a competitive business.

• It's  like  NASA  in  the  Apollo  era:  brilliant  engineers,  vast  budgets,  political  pressure  to  deliver

miracles on deadline — but layered with so much oversight that decisions crawl.

• Or  like  a  Premier  League  club  owned  by  the  government:  every  transfer,  every  coach  hire,  every

line-up is second-guessed by ministers who care more about national pride than the league table.

Key Things To Know
• EDF  plans  to  build  roughly  one  1.6GW  EPR2  reactor  a  year,  with  the  first  new  plant  at  Penly  in

northern France targeted for 2038.

• Its flagship Flamanville 3 reactor came online 12 years late and billions over budget — a warning sign

for the new programme.

• New  CEO  Bernard  Fontana  replaced  Luc  Rémont,  who  was  pushed  out  after  clashing  with  the

French government over strategy.

• Hinkley Point  C in  Somerset,  England,  is  EDF's  most  exposed foreign project;  cost  overruns there

have shaken confidence in EDF's ability to deliver on time.

• Most people assume nuclear's challenge is safety or waste — but EDF's real bottleneck is paperwork,

supply chains and skilled labour, not physics.

Why It Matters
If you're a teen in Europe, the electricity that charges your phone, heats your school and powers the AI

tools  you  use  is  increasingly  tied  to  bets  being  made  right  now  on  nuclear.  After  Russia's  invasion  of

Ukraine  sent  gas  prices  soaring,  governments  rediscovered  nuclear  as  a  climate-friendly,  sovereign

source  of  power.  Whether  EDF  can  actually  build  these  reactors  on  time  and  on  budget  will  shape

European energy bills, climate targets and tech competitiveness for the next 30 years.
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The Bigger Picture
France  built  56  reactors  in  roughly  15  years  during  the  1970s  and  '80s  —  a  feat  the  article  suggests

today's EDF couldn't repeat. Watch for three things: whether Hinkley Point C finishes without another

blowout,  whether  EDF  can  recruit  the  welders  and  engineers  it  needs  (the  industry  warns  of  a  skills

cliff), and whether rivals like South Korea's KHNP or US-backed small modular reactors steal contracts

Europe assumed were France's by right.
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3.  Key Terms Glossary

EDF (Électricité de France)
France's state-controlled electric utility — it operates the country's reactor fleet and is now leading
Europe's nuclear new-build push.

EPR2
A  simpler,  cheaper  version  of  EDF's  1.6-gigawatt  European  Pressurised  Reactor  design;  the  model
planned for the six new French plants.

Flamanville 3
An EPR reactor in Normandy that became infamous as a cost and schedule disaster: it ran roughly 12
years late and far over budget.

Hinkley Point C
A two-reactor EPR plant EDF is building in Somerset, England — Britain's first new nuclear plant in a
generation, also plagued by overruns.

1.6GW
1.6 gigawatts — the electrical output of one EPR2 reactor, roughly enough to power 1.5 million homes.

State-owned enterprise
A  company  in  which  the  national  government  is  the  controlling  shareholder,  blending  commercial
operations with political objectives.

Bureaucratisation
The process by which an organisation accumulates so many internal rules, approvals and committees
that decisions slow down and accountability blurs.

Sovereign energy
Energy produced domestically so a country doesn't  depend on foreign suppliers — a major political
goal after the 2022 gas-price shock.
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4.  Reading Comprehension Quiz

Circle the best answer for each question.

Q1. The passage most directly argues that EDF's biggest obstacle is:
A) A lack of engineering talent in reactor design
B) Internal bureaucracy and political interference, not technology
C) Public opposition to nuclear power across France
D) Competition from cheap renewable energy producers

Q2. According to the passage, Flamanville 3 is significant primarily because it:
A) Demonstrated EDF's ability to innovate on reactor safety
B) Was the first reactor built outside France by EDF
C) Ran roughly 12 years late and serves as a warning sign
D) Used a completely new fuel type developed in Normandy

Q3. As used in the passage, the word 'politicised' most nearly means:
A) Made more democratic through public voting
B) Shaped by government priorities rather than business logic
C) Forced to support a specific political party publicly
D) Required to lobby parliament for regular funding

Q4. As used in the passage, 'sovereign' (as in 'sovereign energy') most nearly means:
A) Royal or monarchical in origin
B) Cheaper than imported alternatives currently available
C) Domestically controlled and free from foreign dependence
D) Regulated by an independent supranational body

Q5. Which  statement  about  France's  1970s–80s  nuclear  programme  can  most  reasonably  be  inferred

from the passage?
A) It was built faster than EDF could replicate today
B) It depended heavily on American reactor designs
C) It produced reactors that have all since been retired
D) It was financed entirely by private French banks

Q6. The passage suggests that Bernard Fontana's appointment was driven mainly by:
A) His prior experience running British nuclear plants
B) Government frustration with his predecessor Luc Rémont
C) A shareholder vote demanding new leadership at EDF
D) His public support for renewable energy over nuclear

Q7. The author's tone toward EDF is best described as:
A) Openly hostile and dismissive of nuclear power
B) Celebratory about France's engineering achievements
C) Respectful of its expertise but sceptical of its execution
D) Neutral and purely descriptive without any judgement
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Q8. The author's primary purpose in the passage is to:
A) Persuade readers that nuclear power is dangerous and outdated
B) Explain why a national champion may struggle with a critical mission
C) Compare French and South Korean reactor designs in technical detail
D) Advocate for the privatisation of all European energy utilities

Q9. Which of the following can most reasonably be inferred about Hinkley Point C?
A) It will be cancelled before the first reactor goes online
B) Its troubles influence how investors view EDF's wider plans
C) It uses a different reactor design than France's new plants
D) It is jointly owned by the German and French governments

Q10.Which choice provides the best evidence for the answer to the previous question?
A) The reference to France building 56 reactors in 15 years
B) Macron calling nuclear 'the work of the century' at Penly
C) The description of Hinkley as EDF's most exposed foreign project, with overruns shaking confidence
D) The note that EDF is now led by new CEO Bernard Fontana

My Score:  _______ / 10
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5.  Answer Key with Explanations

Q1. The passage most directly argues that EDF's biggest obstacle is:

Answer: B

The passage repeatedly contrasts EDF's strong engineering reputation with its 'inward-looking, bureaucratic and
politicised'  culture,  framing  internal  dysfunction  —  not  science  —  as  the  core  problem.  Option  A  is  the  most
tempting  wrong  answer  (Trap  A:  right  scope,  wrong  direction)  because  the  passage  actually  praises  EDF's
engineers;  the  problem is  what  surrounds  them.  SAT Tip:  When a  passage  sets  up a  contrast  ('brilliant  at  X,  but
struggles with Y'), the main argument is almost always about Y, not X.

Q2. According to the passage, Flamanville 3 is significant primarily because it:

Answer: C

The passage cites Flamanville 3's 12-year delay and ballooning costs as evidence of the very dysfunction EDF must
overcome to deliver six new reactors. Option A flips the meaning (Trap A): Flamanville is treated as a cautionary
tale, not a success. SAT Tip: When a passage mentions a specific past project in an argumentative piece, ask 'is this
example a model to copy or a mistake to avoid?' — the answer usually hinges on the surrounding adjectives.

Q3. As used in the passage, the word 'politicised' most nearly means:

Answer: B

In context,  'politicised'  describes how EDF's decisions are bent by ministers and presidents rather than driven by
commercial reasoning — that's choice B. Option C is the tempting common-usage trap (Trap B): in everyday speech
'politicised'  can  suggest  partisan  loyalty,  but  the  passage  isn't  accusing  EDF  of  backing  a  party.  SAT  Tip:  On
vocabulary-in-context  questions,  substitute  each  answer  into  the  sentence  and  pick  the  one  that  preserves  the
passage's meaning — not the word's most familiar definition.

Q4. As used in the passage, 'sovereign' (as in 'sovereign energy') most nearly means:

Answer: C

The  passage  links  'sovereign'  energy  to  Europe's  desire  to  escape  reliance  on  Russian  gas  after  2022  —  meaning
power  produced  and  controlled  at  home.  Option  A  is  the  common-meaning  trap  (Trap  B):  'sovereign'  famously
refers  to  kings  and  queens,  but  that's  not  what  the  passage  means  here.  SAT  Tip:  Words  with  strong  historical
meanings  (sovereign,  crown,  royal)  are  favourite  SAT  vocab-in-context  bait  —  always  trust  the  surrounding
sentence over the dictionary's first definition.

Q5. Which  statement  about  France's  1970s–80s  nuclear  programme  can  most  reasonably  be  inferred

from the passage?

Answer: A

The  passage  notes  France  built  56  reactors  in  roughly  15  years  and  implies  today's  EDF,  bogged  down  in
bureaucracy,  could not match that pace.  Option C is true-sounding but unsupported (Trap C):  the passage never
claims those reactors are gone — in fact they still  power France.  SAT Tip:  For inference questions,  eliminate any
option  that  introduces  a  fact  the  passage  simply  doesn't  discuss,  no  matter  how  plausible  it  sounds  in  the  real
world.
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Q6. The passage suggests that Bernard Fontana's appointment was driven mainly by:

Answer: B

The passage frames Fontana as the replacement for Rémont,  who was pushed out after clashing with the French
state over EDF's direction. Option C is a real-world plausible answer (Trap C): in private companies shareholders
do force CEO changes, but EDF is state-controlled and the passage names the government, not shareholders, as the
driver. SAT Tip: Always anchor cause-and-effect inferences to the specific actors the passage names — don't import
generic business mechanisms that the text doesn't actually invoke.

Q7. The author's tone toward EDF is best described as:

Answer: C

The  passage  acknowledges  EDF's  engineering  reputation  while  consistently  raising  doubts  about  bureaucracy,
delays  and  politics  —  a  balanced  but  sceptical  posture.  Option  B  is  the  trap  (Trap  A:  right  material,  wrong
direction):  the  passage  does  describe  French  engineering  positively,  but  that's  only  half  the  picture.  SAT Tip:  For
tone  questions,  the  right  answer  usually  contains  TWO  descriptors  that  capture  both  sides  of  a  mixed  view  —
beware single-word options that flatten the author's nuance.

Q8. The author's primary purpose in the passage is to:

Answer: B

The passage uses EDF as a case study in how a state-backed champion can be hobbled by its own structure even as
it faces a generational opportunity. Option D is a real-world debate (Trap C) the passage doesn't actually make —
nothing  in  the  text  calls  for  privatisation.  SAT  Tip:  'Primary  purpose'  answers  are  almost  never  extreme  policy
prescriptions; look for descriptive, explanatory verbs like 'explain,' 'describe,' or 'examine.'

Q9. Which of the following can most reasonably be inferred about Hinkley Point C?

Answer: B

The passage treats Hinkley as EDF's most-watched test case, implying its cost overruns shape confidence in EDF's
domestic  build-out.  Option  A  overstates  the  passage  (Trap  A:  right  topic,  wrong  direction):  the  text  describes
trouble, not cancellation. SAT Tip: On inference questions, prefer answers that stay within the passage's intensity
— extreme outcomes ('cancelled', 'collapsed', 'eliminated') usually go further than the text supports.

Q10.Which choice provides the best evidence for the answer to the previous question?

Answer: C

Only option C directly links Hinkley's overruns to wider confidence in EDF — exactly what Q9 asks about. Option A
is  about  a  different  era  and  project  entirely  (Trap  B:  passage  vocabulary,  wrong  combination).  SAT  Tip:  On
evidence-pairing questions, find the line in the passage that supports your previous answer FIRST, then match it
almost word-for-word to one of the four options — don't re-evaluate the previous question.
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