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projects in a short space of time. Some of the processes were transformed

to “factory conditions” to raise efficiency. The first reactor itself re-

quired about 520,000 cubic metres of monolithic concrete, 273,600

cubic metres of reinforced concrete, 38,000 tons of metal construction

and 100,400 cubic metres of bricks.
14

The workforce approached its enormous task in the late 1970s with a

“trial-and-error” attitude. If problems arose, they had to be resolved

without “ready answers.” Thus workers had to learn how to make high

alloy steel, and Kizima described Chernobyl as “the first university of

atomic construction at which [the workers] themselves had to discover

the solutions to problems.” 15 To some extent, this should not be taken as

a major drawback. In a new industry, the workforce has to be built from

scratch, and Chernobyl was one of the earliest Soviet commercial nuclear

power plants. Yet the labour force appears to have been unstable, work-

ers left and others, with less experience, replaced them. If it was a uni-

versity, it was hardly one that turned out a skilled product after a certain

tenure— the students were leaving the campus at too frequent a rate.

However, upon the completion of the first reactor at Chernobyl, as we
have seen above, the more experienced Chernobyl workers were trans-

ferred to other nuclear plants at which the building work was just begin-

ning. The “teething problems” therefore reoccurred with every new
task, every new generating unit.

A Soviet emigre now living in Israel, Boris Tokarasky, was involved

in the building of the Chernobyl plant before leaving the Soviet Union in

1978. He maintains that the reactor design and the management at the

plant were “dangerously deficient in technical standards,” that Soviet

turbines and piping at the nuclear power stations are identical to those at

the coal-fired power stations, and lack the sophistication required at a

nuclear power plant.
16 While the statement seems plausible, it is

counteracted to some extent by Kizima’ s comment above that his own
experience at a traditional power plant counted for nothing at a nuclear

station, i.e., Soviet officialdom does seem to have been at least aware

that one could not simply transfer the experience and the system used at

one facility directly to the other. This is not to say that they did not do so,

however.

In the 1980s, the difficulties with the labour force have remained un-

resolved. In fact, they appear to have worsened throughout the decade. In

July 1985, the First Party Secretary of the Prypiat urban party committee

said that serious attention had been paid to the cadre problems at the

Chernobyl nuclear plant, particularly among the construction workers:

The insufficient regard of the leaders for the task in hand, their low level of
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professionalism, low level of labour and production discipline led to fre-

quent shortages and consequent non-fulfillment of plans .

17

Later in this same year, the chaotic situation in supply procurement was

noted by Radianska Ukraina, and in the article a party secretary pointed

out that the document for supplies had been returned up to seven times

for corrections to be made. 18 Thus labour and supply problems seem to

have gone hand-in-hand.

In March 1986, the durable Kizima was interviewed in Vitchyzna , and

the journal duly noted that during the course of his work on the fourth

reactor and the building of residential and recreational facilities at

Prypiat— for evidently he supervised both aspects— he had been awarded

the Gold Star of the Hero of Socialist Labour and other awards. The ar-

ticle made clear how much responsibility had fallen directly on Kizima

during the work, which corroborates Kizima’ s earlier statement that he

had had to carry out his labours without a middle management. He faced

some major tasks. For example, the designated number of workers at

Chernobyl was based on figures for a hydroelectric station and proved to

be a huge underestimate. Kizima had been obliged to take his problem to

the Ministry of Power and Electrification in 1975, but the necessary

funds for the expansion of the labour force had not been made available

until 1980.

The builders, on the other hand, were said to receive their plans

piecemeal, and worked on one section at a time without having any clear

conception of the overall plan or the future structure. Consequently, dur-

ing the construction of the fourth generating unit, a dead zone developed

in an area for which no plan had been made available. Only “at the last

moment’ ’ was a plan on hand relating to building in an adjoining unit.

Nevertheless, Kizima decided that, labour shortage, partial plans or

not, progress could be accelerated, and early in 1984, he went to Mos-
cow to “persuade’’ the Minister of Power and Electrification of the

USSR (Neporozhny) to cut down the schedule for the completion of the

fifth reactor at Chernobyl from three years to two (1987 to 1986). The

argument for this revision of plan ran as follows: Kursk nuclear power
plant had begun construction a year ahead of Chernobyl and had three

reactors; Smolensk began a year later and possessed only one. Yet

Chernobyl had four reactors, and clearly was a more model facility. If a

fifth could be completed a year ahead of schedule, about 20,000 tonnes

of coal could be saved, which clearly was a major factor given the stag-

nation of output at Ukraine’s Donetsk coalfield. Therefore, said

V.T. Hora, the chief engineer, “Kizima cut the red tape in building the

fifth reactor by pushing the schedule forward by one year, thus compell-
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ing the bureaucrats in Moscow to complete the necessary documents

faster than usual.” 19 The full implications of this move soon became evi-

dent in the Soviet press.

On 27 March 1986, an article by Liubov Kovalevska in Literaturna

Ukraina gave a detailed account both of the equipment/supply dif-

ficulties and the very low working morale at the Chernobyl station.

Kovalevska’ s position was not revealed, but some Western writers have

speculated that she may have been an official at the plant. What is clear is

that she had a detailed knowledge of the situation and few qualms about

airing her complaints in public. The result was a graphic description of

an ailing construction, a building, moreover, that would have been de-

scribed as “lagging” in Soviet terms in any industry.

According to Kovalevska, the nuclear power industry was developing

particularly rapidly in Ukraine. But work on the fifth reactor at Cherno-

byl was being plagued by shoddy workmanship:

The building site should be an uninterrupted production line of work on the

basis of the strictest adherence to correct building techniques. This is pre-

cisely what is lacking. The problems of the first energy block were passed

on to the second, from the second to the third, and so on. But together with

this they expanded, “became overblown” and there were a huge number

of unsolved problems. At first, these problems were discussed with inter-

est, with firm self-confidence, then they aroused indignation and later,

desperation: “How long,” they asked, “are we to continue talking about

the same thing, and what is the use of all this talking?” 20

The reaction of the authorities to this dilemma was, as we have seen al-

ready, to cut down the time for the completion of work on the fifth reac-

tor from three years to two. And yet the project co-ordinators, the sup-

pliers and even the construction workers were said to be quite unprepared

for this change of schedule. The Zuk Hydroproject Institute did not pro-

vide the financial-budgetary documentation in time to order the neces-

sary reinforced concrete and building metal. Consequently, the assembly

organizations did not receive their construction orders until the latter part

of the year, and assembly work was said to be disrupted. The chaos that

resulted reportedly had a profoundly adverse effect on the individual

worker:

The disorganization of production weakened not only discipline, but also

each individual’s sense of overall responsibility. The inability and even un-

willingness of engineering-technical staff to organize the work of the

brigades resulted in a slackening of standards. One began to notice
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“fatigue,” the wearing out of equipment, machines and mechanisms,

shortages of instruments, power tools, etc. In a word, all the defects of the

construction process— which unfortunately are typical— also made them-

selves evident in extreme forms.

Again, the authorities’ response to this situation, the seriousness of

which can hardly be overestimated, was to put forward a highly un-

realistic target expenditure of 120 million rubles on construction work for

1986, which, the author noted, was significantly higher than the previous

maximum outlay of 70 million rubles. Kovalevska pointed out, however,

that not all the fault lay with the planners and workers: the suppliers were

falling short of required standards too. For example, in 1985, of the or-

dered 45,500 cubic metres of prefabricated concrete, 3,200 were miss-

ing, and from the amount that did arrive, 6,000 metres were found to be

defective. As a result, work stopped. Later in the article, the author be-

came sarcastic, but even more forthright:

Equally helpful to the builders of Chomobyl atomic energy station last year

were the suppliers of metal structures, who undersupplied by 2,359 tonnes,

and what was delivered was largely faulty. This included 326 tonnes of fis-

sure sealant for the nuclear fuel waste depository, which arrived in a defec-

tive state from the Volzhskii metalworks. The same plant was partially re-

sponsible for defects in the manufacture of girders for the machine hall.

The Kashira metalworks sent nearly 220 tonnes of faulty columns for its

assembly....Among the shoddy producers one frequently encounters the

Prydniprovsky works of the Union Atomic Energy Construction Industry

association which is the main supplier of farraginous concrete for the

Chomobyl atomic energy station.

Kovalevska’ s article was perhaps the most serious criticism of the

Chernobyl plant to appear in the fifteen years during which construction

work had taken place. It is a matter for conjecture whether a crisis had

finally come to a head, or whether the article represents merely the most

recent of a long string of attacks on the nuclear station. In retrospect, it

appears to have been prophetic, but it should perhaps be read differently,

as an indication that Soviet plans were unrealistic, and moreover, were

alienating an already unhappy workforce.

The human factor cannot be dismissed in the light of what followed,

and given the fact that similar situations existed at other Soviet nuclear

power plants. To a Western observer, who visited a Soviet nuclear power
plant in May 1986, the RBMK plant looked shoddy, a “tin shed,”

poorly constructed, and with what appeared to be an inadequate concrete
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shield over the top of the reactor, through which steam was being

emitted. 21 The observation rings true. Chernobyl was a badly built

edifice, with a demoralized workforce.

The Accident

At the time of writing, the full explanation of what occurred at

Chernobyl in the early hours of Saturday, 26 April 1986, had not been

provided by the USSR. 22
Initially, Western writers condemned the

Soviet authorities outright for what they felt were inadequate safety stan-

dards. The London Daily Telegraph , for example, called Chernobyl a

“textbook example” of how the environment and safety of Soviet

citizens is sacrificed to the needs of the Soviet economy, and said that in

the cutting of comers, safety precautions are thrown “out of the

window.” 23 Similarly the Economist Intelligence Unit’s Quarterly En-

ergy Review said that the accident was probably a result of skimping on

routine maintenance work and the overworking of plants as a result of

delays in bringing new nuclear power plants on-stream. 24

Gradually it became clear from comments by Soviet officials that

while the above two comments may not have been totally off the mark,

something more intricate, if not more sinister, had occurred. As early as

7 May, Borys Shcherbyna, the Donetsk native who was the first head of

the Government Commission investigating the disaster, said that the

cause might be a combination of totally implausible events. 25 Three days

later, the Hungarian MIT correspondent, Laszlo Fazekas, who had been

touring the Kiev area, remarked that the fourth reactor block had been

shut down for maintenance work and was operating at an output of only

200 megawatts (or 20 per cent of its total generating capacity) at the time

the accident occurred. 26

On 12 May, one of the designers of the Chernobyl plant, the promi-

nent nuclear physicist Ivan Emelianov, hinted at a failure of the plant’s

emergency cooling system:

At the critical moment, the automatic protection system quickly brought

the reactor to a sub-critical state and the chain reaction of fission was

stopped. But before the reactor stopped, the chain reaction with uranium-

235 had generated a considerable number of radioactive fragments. If, fol-

lowing an accident, the system intended to consume the concomitant heat is

idle, the reactor gets heated and this may lead to a conflagration of a quan-

tity of the graphite inside it.
27
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Emelianov also referred to “an almost improbable coincidence of

chances.” At this stage, the world became aware that the plant was

working at low capacity, that some odd combination of events had oc-

curred, which led to a surge of power from the low capacity to 50 per

cent in a matter of seconds. Emelianov had noted that the power increase

was well above the maximum allowed for in the plant’s design, which

was a 16 per cent increase over a ten-second period. Finally, it appeared

that there may have been a problem with the plant’s cooling system.

In mid-May, the Deputy Chief of the USSR Committee to supervise

safety in the nuclear power industry, V. Sydorenko, who had been in the

Chernobyl region within a matter of hours of the accident occurring and

was thus presumably in a good position to know something about the

event, stated that experiments were being carried out on the fourth reac-

tor when the accident happened. The explosion had taken place when the

heat output rose from 6 [not 20] per cent to 50 per cent in 10 seconds.
‘

‘The accident took place at the stage of experimental research work.
” 28

A fuller explanation was given by Boris Semenov at a press conference

held in Vienna on 22 May. Questioned about Sidorenko’s statement,

Semenov denied that any experiments were being carried out on the reac-

tor, but postulated that there could have been experiments on the power-

generating turbine, after which the power surge overtaxed the reactor’s

cooling system. The water in the reactor turned to steam, which com-

bined with the zirconium alloy protecting the fuel rods to form hydrogen.

The latter exploded, releasing approximately 10 per cent of the fuel in the

reactor core, or about 18 tonnes of radioactive matter. He reiterated that

the chain reaction had stopped automatically, but said that the top of the

reactor had been damaged and the reactor building blown open. 29

With the dismissal of several officials at the station on 20 July 1986, it

became apparent that in contrast to the indications of Sidorenko and

Semenov’s remarks, the experiments taking place at the time of the acci-

dent had not been authorized. TASS revealed on this date that that the ac-

cident had been caused by “a series of gross breaches of the reactor oper-

ational regulations” by workers at the station. The experiments had

taken place at a time when the reactor had been sidelined for planned re-

pairs at night. The managers and specialists at Chernobyl, continued

TASS, had not prepared for such an experiment, nor had they agreed to its

taking place with the proper authorities, “although it had been their duty

to do so.” The experiments, moreover, were conducted without either

the proper supervision or the necessary safety measures. A picture thus

emerges of irresponsible officials, of human error once again. It is sur-

prising, however, that Sidorenko, at least, was unaware that such experi-

ments were unauthorized, several weeks after the event.
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Yet the experiments themselves were not called into question. There

was no indication from the CC CPSU Politburo report that Soviet leaden

were concerned about thefact of an experiment. Evidently it would have

taken place at some point in the near future. So perhaps a more funda-

mental question is: why were experiments to be carried out on a commer-
cial reactor? A representative of Atomic Energy of Canada Limited

(AECL) stated that the idea of performing experiments on a reactor in

public service would not be entertained in Canada. Yet not only was this

the case at Chernobyl, but also the experiments were unauthorized and

carried out at night on a weekend, when many officials would surely

have left the premises. This raises serious doubts about the level of work
discipline at the station that had already been thrown into question by ar-

ticles in the press.

Given the circumstances, and the Soviets’ stake in the future of the

plant, in addition to the industry as a whole, it was not surprising that

Soviet officials began to refer to “human error’’ as the likely cause of the

accident. Emelianov had said as much, and even Western journalists

joined in the chorus, postulating among other theories that an operator

had made a basic error in positioning the fuel rods that control the reac-

tor.
30 Gradually, however, Soviet officials admitted that the causes were

more complex. Evgenii Velikhov, the vice-president of the Academy of

Sciences of the USSR and the chief scientist involved in investigating the

disaster was interviewed on CBC’s The Journal in late June 1986 by

Mike Duffy, and in somewhat strained English explained the nature of

the problem:

DUFFY: Have you been able to determine what actually caused this acci-

dent?

VELIKHOV: It is complicated, the official report is not yet finished. Our

goal is to finish in August.

DUFFY: Do you believe it was human error?

VELIKHOV: Of course. I think it is [sic] some combination of human

problem and technological problem... if such an accident is possible, it is a

problem of technology.

Velikhov implied that any plant should have had sufficient fallback

safety systems to prevent a loss of cooling in the event of a human error

—since humans are always fallible, technology should be infallible. A more
pessimistic view might be that technology likewise is never foolproof.

The view of a Canadian expert is that the psychology of the Soviet au-

thorities pertaining to nuclear energy may be quite different from that in

Canada. The basis of Canadian thinking is that although severe accidents

may have a low probability of occurrence, it is necessary to design reac-

tors to mitigate the consequences of these accidents. Accidents are not
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impossible, and it is necessary to continue to investigate severe accidents

to ensure that safety systems are adequate. In contrast, the Soviet

authorities— and this has also been demonstrated earlier— believed that a

major accident was impossible. It was unimaginable and therefore should

not be imagined. Only with this in mind can one conceive of the unprece-

dented build-up of nuclear power in the USSR. It also explains, not the

accident causes themselves, but why the Chernobyl incident proved to be

such a major disaster, why a combination of minor factors led to the in-

ferno that ensued after the reactor overheated.

Whether or not the emergency cooling system worked at Chernobyl, it

was not adequate to contain an accident from above. Emelianov pointed

out in an interview with the Italian Communist Party newspaper Unita

that the “Western method” of placing a protective cap over the reactor

was substituted in the Soviet Union by installing a water basin un-

derneath it to gather and condense the vapours in case they were ex-

pelled.
31 This emergency cooling system may or may not have failed af-

ter the reactor became overheated, but clearly there was no sprinkler sys-

tem from above— thus, a “dry accident” occurred. Nor was there any

sort of device for controlling the hydrogen that was produced, causing

the explosion.

The production of the hydrogen from the zirconium alloy and steam,

while never a probability under normal circumstances, might have been

seen as a perennial possibility, given the alloy’s properties. Zirconium,

which is used in both the USSR and the West to protect the uranium fuel

contained in the reactor core, has a very low neutron capture rate, a high

melting point and is fairly corrosion resistant. Found mainly on the

beaches of the east and west coasts of Australia, zirconium has a great af-

finity for oxygen, with which it reacts at very high temperatures to form

zirconium oxide and hydrogen (it does not react with graphite, however).

An AECL official has estimated that a fire might break out at a temper-

ature of about 1,000 degrees Celsius, although the chances for such a fire

would increase greatly at 1,200-1,400 degrees. The normal operating

temperature of the reactor, according to the manual cited above, is 280
degrees. 32 Chernobyl’s emergency cooling system was geared for some
lesser event, such as a break in a 90 millimetre pipe. According to one

specialist, “it had safety features, but not adequate standards.” 33

Some features of the accident can be pieced together. The turbine gen-

erator was kept running after the reactor had been shut down. 34 There

was overpressure in the tubes inside the steel vessel, followed by a

hydrogen explosion, after which a crane fell onto the core of the reactor.

The pressure sucked water out of the core leading to the dramatic rise in

power from 6 or 7 to 50 per cent of capacity. There may have been local

hotspots well above the 50 per cent, however, which contain the full ex-
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planation for what occurred. The pressure tubes led through a steel liner

into a room with no containment. There was thus a direct path to the en-

vironment for the thermal plume. At the same time, the graphite may
have sucked in oxygen from below leading to a further reaction, and

other gaseous products may have been emitted with the destruction of the

spent fuel storage base. 35

Three features rendered this sort of accident unique to the Soviet

RBMK:
1. The use of graphite, as a moderator (which caught fire).

2. The absence of water to contain radioactivity. Soviet provisions were

for problems to be resolved from below the reactor, but the weakest point

may have been at the top.

3. The lack of an adequate containment structure. The Soviet claims that

the building was strong enough to withstand an airplane crashing on the

roof are not corroborated by those Western observers who have toured an

RBMK facility (in most cases that at Leningrad, which is the official

RBMK showpiece for foreigners).

In addition to the above, there were evidently some problems involved

with controlling the stability of the reactor. The amount of enriched

uranium used for this purpose had been increased from 1.8 to 2 per cent,

but control rods (some of which are for safety purposes and some to con-

trol the reactor) were changed frequently to keep the reactor stable.

Following the explosion, the major task was to quench the fire that

engulfed the fourth generating unit, which soon had reached the roof of

the adjoining third reactor. The nuclear plant’s own fire brigade unit ar-

rived within two minutes of the accident, according to the record of G.V.

Berdov, a Deputy Minister of the Ukrainian Ministry of Internal Affairs.

He also wrote that “over fifty” fire engines arrived from Kiev and the

surrounding areas. 36 The weekly Ekonomicheskaia gazeta confirmed that

“there were soon fifty fire-fighting teams on the scene.” 37 On the other

hand, while it is likely that most of the fire engines came from Kiev it-

self, it is implausible that they were at the site in time to play a major role

in the fire quenching. As with the arrival of the evacuation buses on 27

April, the road from Kiev to Chernobyl nuclear plant is a lengthy one,

and about two hours would have been necessary for the journey. Accord-

ing to Pravda Ukrainy, however, the fire was “practically out” (i.e., the

flames had been extinguished) by 5 am. 38 For the most part, therefore,

from approximately 1.30 to 3.30 am, the local firefighters bore the brunt

of the task— a fact that is also corroborated by the high casualty rate from

radiation sickness among local firefighters. Further, a recent Soviet pub-

lication in the West stated that the fire was fought by twenty-eight men, 39

i.e. , the
‘

‘outside” teams did not arrive until the worst danger was over.

Another Soviet account states that Chernobyl fire crew consisted of
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only fifteen men. Station fire-chief Major L.Teliatnikov, interviewed

from Moscow’s Hospital No. 6, said that he realized at once that “a crew

of fifteen men could not cope with the fire.”
40 The first two teams at the

scene were those of Lieutenants V.P. Pravyk and V.N. Kibenok, and re-

portedly it was upon getting into his fire truck that Pravyk radioed “Call

Number Three,” in response to which every fire truck in Kiev oblast was

obligated to rush to the scene. 41

The small squad therefore faced an immense task, and appear to have

carried out their duties with selfless abandon. A Soviet television broad-

cast of 6 June said that the firemen did have geiger counters to measure

radiation levels, but that these simply “went off the scale.” In short, the

firemen were aware of the dangers they faced in the early hours of Satur-

day, 26 April.

The fire raged in at least five different areas. The main tasks were to

prevent the flames from engulfing the third generating unit and spreading

into the cable canal networks that extended throughout the entire power

station. Teliatnikov sent one division to protect the machine room, while

two others, “at the cost of incredible efforts,” protected the third reactor

block. Here the threat emanated from the blaze on the roof of the ma-

chine room. Firemen A. Petrovsky and I. Shavrei were ordered to climb

the turntable ladder to put out the fire there. They remained for 15-20

minutes— “it was impossible to stay there any longer”— put out the fire

and were then “picked up” by first-aid units.
42

In Shavrei’ s words, they

were, by this time “in bad shape.” 43

Teliatnikov and others were fighting the blaze at a height of 71 feet,

where the instrument department and the main brunt of the fire was lo-

cated. Part of the roof over the reactor had already collapsed, load-

bearing structures had warped and a “scorching hot torrent” of burning

bitumen was surrounding the firemen on all sides. Poisonous and dense

fumes made breathing difficult and reduced visibility, and there was the

constant threat of sudden jets of flame accosting the firemen. 44 After the

roof fire had been extinguished, the main fire began to threaten the

engine room, which contained tanks of oil, and the cable shaft that linked

all the units of the nuclear plant.

The firemen soon began to suffer the costs of their immense task.

Kibenok witnessed his colleague Volodymyr Tishchura “writhing and

squatting,” then “Mykolai Vashchuk swayed and fell flat on his back.”

Vasylii Ihnatenko was close by and was to be another casualty. 45 Teliat-

nikov himself and sixteen others were badly injured during the course of

events, but Teliatnikov’s team, which included Kibenok and Pravyk re-

mained at the scene until 5 am, by which time the main fire was said to

have been extinguished. 46 Again, the main task had been borne by a few

men. Soviet sources have revealed that the following played major roles
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(and many of the names were later to adorn gravestones in a Moscow
cemetery): L. Teliatnikov, V. Pravyk, V. Kibenok, N. Vashchuk, N.

Titenok, V. Tishchura, I. Shavrei, A. Petrovsky, S. Legun, M. Nychy-

porenko, V. Ihnatenko and V. Pryshchepa.

Radiation

The effects of high-level radiation on the human system are well

known. Since the discovery of radiation by Roentgen in 1895, several

data bases have enabled scientists to deduce maximum permissible

levels: survivors of Hiroshima and Nagasaki; early uranium miners who
did not have adequate protection; and medically irradiated groups. Ex-

periments on mice have added to the data available and statements have

been drawn up (inter alia) by the International Commission for Radio-

logical Protection (ICRP) and U.S. National Academy of Sciences. The

effects of low-level radiation, however, are more open to conjecture.

Some scientists assume that the danger remains proportional to the dose

received, but it is fair to say that this conclusion has not been accepted

universally.

The effects of radiation can be divided into two groups: non-stochastic

and stochastic. The former group comprises such categories as: sickness

and death; cataracts; birth defects; loss of fertility; loss of fitness; and ac-

celerated ageing. All the above increase in severity according to the dose

of radiation received. The second group is made up of genetic disease

and cancer, for which the severity is not necessarily proportional to the

dose. A very small amount, well below the permissible levels may be a

cause of cancer. For the stochastic group, it might be assumed that the

chances of contracting cancer would increase with higher doses, but the

cause and effect syndrome is not clear.

Deliberations of scientists have brought forward the conclusion that if

10,000 people were to receive 1000 millirem of radiation, then during

their lifetime, one of those 10,000 would get a cancer— and this cancer

may arise between 4 and 40 years after the dose of radiation is received.

Of 10,000 Canadians, approximately 2,300 might be expected to die of

cancer in the 1980s under normal circumstances. Exposure to 1000 mil-

lirems of radiation would increase cancer expectancy from 0.2300 to

0.2301, i.e., by a negligible and virtually immeasurable figure.
47

The average exposure from nuclear power plants in Canada during the

course of a year is 5 millirems, as compared to the natural background

level of 80 millirems a year, and even this figure assumes a hypothetical

individual living at the boundary of a nuclear power plant.
48 On average,

an individual is exposed to between about 120 and 300 millirems per
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year, and the amount may vary according to such diverse factors as the

number of medical X-rays one receives during a year, or the number of

long-distance air flights, or living in an area where granite predominates,

such as France’s MassifCentrale, where levels are well above average.

The ICRP “safety factor’’ permits the workers a ten-fold leeway by

setting the maximum permissible norm at 5000 millirem, that is to say

acute non-stochastic effects of radiation are considered to be in the area

of 50,000 millirem (50 rem) per year. For the public, a further factor of

ten renders the maximum permissible dose 500 millirem annually. In

short, the most that the public should in theory have been exposed to

would be about 100 times less than a dosage that would have an acute ef-

fect. This factor is of significance in examining the effects of Chernobyl

and explains to some extent why Western analysts were maintaining that

levels were well above maximum permissible norms at the same time that

the Soviet and Polish authorities were emphasizing that the levels in

areas away from the site were “absolutely harmless’’ (which is not to

justify the banality of the latter remark).

The dose received according to the above categories assumes that the

entire body is irradiated. Thus if only half the body is irradiated with the

hypothetical 1000 millirems noted above, then 2000 millirem would

have to be accumulated to have the same effect. To put matters into per-

spective, one can cite the scale of radiation levels listed by AECL in

1983: 49

5 millirem: the maximum radiation received at the boundary of a nuclear

power plant;

100 millirem: the normal background level from natural sources of radia-

tion at sea level;

500 millirem: maximum level for the member of the public in Canada;

10.000 millirem: no observable effect if given instantaneously;

1 million millirem (1000 rem): if received instantaneously by the entire

body, would cause illness and resulting death within a few weeks.

One could add an intermediate category to the above, namely about

325.000 millirem would kill 50 per cent of those exposed, according to a

Western source. 50

One might conclude from these figures that in the course of daily life,

nuclear power plants are relatively harmless. After Chernobyl, anti-

nuclear activists have claimed otherwise. The main question, however, is

how much radiation the people at the plant and in the vicinity were ex-

posed to.

Concerning harmful effects, three main areas are affected by high-

level radiation, namely gastrointestinal parts, the blood cells and the
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brain. An intense dose of radiation above 1000 millirem to the entire

body in a brief period would destroy more blood cells than the body
could replace, resulting in death within a brief time. 51 The so-called

“Derived Release Limits” for iodine- 131, however, have been been set

at 500 millirem per year, and it is clear that iodine was the most prevalent

of the isotopes released from the thermal plume at Chernobyl.

In the case of the accident, even with the wind that carried the radioac-

tive cloud northwestward into Scandinavia, an umbrella pattern of dis-

persal emerged that limited the fallout of the nuclides. As the particles re-

turned to the earth’s surface, those that are gaseous could have been in-

haled, while those attached to the soil could be inhaled and the nuclide

released into one’s system. Iodine- 131 is a mobile and soluble element

that emits gamma rays that can penetrate the human organism to the

bone. It attacks the thyroid, which uses iodine in the natural course of life

to produce thyroxine. If the iodine is in a gaseous form, it can be taken

up by plants, which are subsequently consumed by animals. It can pass

through the plant back into the soil and be taken up, in turn, by other

plants, creating a vicious cycle. However, the half-life of iodine-131 is

only 8.04 days. Consequently, in the Chernobyl region, it would not

have affected the grain harvest, and the Soviet authorities soon began to

conclude that leafy vegetables and milk could be stored until safe for hu-

man consumption. In the interim, iodine could be administered to the

population in order to saturate the thyroid and prevent the ingestion of the

radioactive iodine in the atmosphere.

Among the other significant elements of the hundreds released into the

atmosphere by the Chernobyl disaster were caesium-134, caesium-137,

strontium-89 and strontium-90. Strontium is known as a “bone-seeker,”

and decays to form another unstable element yttirem. Penetrating the hu-

man body, it travels to the bone, and then the blood stream, and tries to

replace calcium. As with iodine, a principal area for concern is milk in-

gestion, and inhalation is another principal means of penetration.

Strontium-89 has a half-life of 50.52 days, while strontium-90 has a half-

life of 29 years. Caesium- 137, which emits gamma rays and is most

dangerous at the ground level, has a half-life of 30.17 years. Aside from

the iodine therefore, other long-lasting elements, potentially harmful,

were released into the atmosphere. A feature of the aftermath of Cherno-

byl has been the release—-from the Soviet and Polish governments in

particular—of information about the impact of iodine-131, such as the

amount permissible in milk, and the total ignoring of measurements of

those isotopes that were released in smaller quantities like caesium,

strontium, tellurium and others that are still potentially dangerous.

On 10 May, Radio Kiev stated that a medical examination of the work-

ers “directly involved” in the accident (but presumably not the firemen)
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did not reveal a high level of radioactivity. The main part of the radioac-

tive flow, it continued, was contained in short-lived radionuclides, half

of which were made up of the isotope iodine- 131. “Soon, a lowering of

radiation occurred in the 30-kilometre zone.” “At the moment of the ac-

cident,” it declared, “the highest level of radiation in the 30 kilometre

zone was 15-20 millirems per hour.” By 5 May, this figure had

declined to 2-3 millirems and on 8 May, the reading was 0.15 mil-

lirems. The normal hourly background in the area was said to be from

0.005 to 0.0025 millirems per hour. Thus the figure of 15-20, repre-

sented at most an increase of 4000 times the normal rate. If one applies

the ICRP standards to this rate, one can conclude that a dangerous level

had not been reached, according to the maximum figure given by Kiev

radio. At the same time, however, the maximum permissible hourly dose

of radiation for a member of the public, on the basis of ICRP standards,

had been exceeded by over thirty-five times. Only by 8 May did radiation

fall to an acceptable level. (The radiation standards in the USSR are

derived from ICRP recommendations). 52

To take the Soviet figure of 15-20 millirems per hour at face value,

however, would be erroneous. It has been shown above that the radiation

level to which the firemen were exposed was too high to be measured on

the geiger counter. U.S. doctor Robert Gale also informed that 35 of the

severely injured patients had been subjected to doses of over 800 mil-

lirems.
53 Moreover, Radio Kiev referred to the 30-kilometre zone as a

whole. It is clear therefore that the 15-20 millirems per hour referred to

the average level, and that the dosage in the immediate vicinity of the

reactor must have been many times higher than this.

In reporting the affair, however, some Soviet authorities constantly

played down the dangers, creating the illusion that away from the

damaged reactor, radiation posed few if any dangers to the populace. For

example, Iu.A. Izrael, the Chairman of the USSR State Committee for

Hydrometeorology and State Control, was reported as stating in mid-

May that “an increase in the level of radiation in any area is now ruled

out,” that the doses accumulated in the 30-kilometre zone were within

the norms acceptable to the IAEA, but that the decision to evacuate the

area had been taken for the people’s safety and health. A “slight increase

in the level of background radiation” had been observed in a number of

cities in Ukraine and Belorussia. In Kiev, however, the level of 0.3- 0.4

millirems per hour “posed no threat to health.” A “slight increase” in

the background radioactivity in Poland, Romania and Scandinavia “also

posed no danger.” 54

A colleague of Izrael, Nikolai Kozlov, the Deputy Chief of the State

Committee, went a step further than Izrael and informed foreign journal-

ists on 16 May that iodine and “other elements released” had half-lives
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of 3-14 days, which at best was only a partial truth and a misleading

statement because most would have assumed that he was speaking of all

the elements emitted. 55 Similarly, L.P. Feoktistov, the Deputy Director

of the Kurchatov Atomic Energy Institute of the USSR Academy of

Sciences, noted on 17 May that the level of radiation in the city of Kiev

was less than 5 rems per year, and could be compared to the effects of a

dental X-ray. Clearly, he pointed out, this “presented no danger to

man.’’ 56

Feoktistov presented his report on Soviet television. Thus he was un-

likely to say anything that might cause consternation among the viewers.

Whether the level at Kiev was 0.3 millirems per hour more than three

weeks after the accident may not have been of much relevance. Grad-

ually, a more worrying picture emerged from Soviet and East European

sources. On 17 May, the day before Feoktistov dismissed the dangers of

radiation before Soviet citizens, Izvestiia contained the following

warning:

The distance from the headquarters of the clean-up campaign to Chernobyl

atomic energy station takes only about 10 minutes. But this distance is

fraught with unseen danger. The point is that even here, right next to the

station’s damaged power unit, radiation is not evenly spread across the

entire area. It looks as if it has “pock-marked” the soil. Nothing in some

places, quite dense in others.

Implied in this statement is that in other areas too, the radiation was not

distributed evenly. A reading taken in one location might not apply a few

metres further on. And it would not have been possible for the Soviets—
or anyone else in the same predicament— to monitor levels at intervals of

only a few metres. An IAEA statement issued after representatives of the

Vienna agency had visited the accident scene revealed that the Soviet au-

thorities had distributed potassium iodine tablets widely both inside and

outside the 30-kilometre zone, 57 which suggests that in reality the Soviets

were not entirely convinced of the wisdom of their asserted beliefs about

the radiation levels outside the declared “danger zone.”

At the end of June, the Polish Ukrainian-language newspaper Nashe

slovo revealed that the Polish authorities, at least, were not certain how
much radioactivity had been released by the accident:

The radiation was dispersed by the fire and the smoke and was of a very

high level until the crater was plugged. Aerosols, small particles... were

carried some distance by the wind. The radioactive smoke contained

graphite, uranium and particles of metal. The smallest aerosols created a

cloud which moved toward Belorussia, Poland and Scandinavia. But this
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cloud contained only a small part of the radioactivity that escapedfrom the

plant. The total amount is unknown since which particular part of the

radioactivity was trapped in the core, and what percentage escaped has not

been determined. 57

Nashe slovo stated frankly that the people who were working at the

Chernobyl plant at the time of the accident (i.e., not the firemen), were

exposed to a level of radiation of “several hundred rems,” adding that a

dose of 400-450 rems is fatal in 50 per cent of cases. Taken at face

value, this could be taken to mean that about half the people working at

the station at the time of the accident, in addition to those who sub-

sequently fought the blaze, could be expected to succumb to the effects

of radiation. The newspaper also stated that “some of the radioactive

aerosols must have fallen” into the Kiev reservoir.

In late May and June, it was evident that while radiation levels in the

Chernobyl region were abating, they were still a cause for concern

around the station. On 1 June 1986, Moscow television stated that the

levels around the Chernobyl station were still high enough to necessitate

strict controls in the immediate area and that workers’ shifts were some-

times limited to only a few minutes, depending on the amount of radia-

tion in the work area. At the same time, the radiation level was said to be

falling constantly, at a daily rate of about 5 per cent.

Early in June, several “dirty spots” of high radiation were found out-

side the 30-kilometre zone in Belorussia, forcing the evacuation of over

60,000 children from the southern regions of Gomel Oblast. 58 Almost si-

multaneously, the optimistic Iu.A. Izrael was claiming that the radiation

situation had now stabilized as a result of the physical decay of the ele-

ments and extensive decontamination work. Izrael said that people were

already returning to certain areas of the 30-kilometre zone— “the first

evacuees will be returning literally today or tomorrow.” 59 A curious situ-

ation thus emerges, with areas being evacuated and repopulated in the

same zone at the same time. The main point to be gauged from these con-

tradictory remarks is that it was not possible to estimate accurately the

amount of radiation in a given area. One wonders also about the logic of

returning evacuees to a decontaminated zone given that factors such as a

change in wind direction or heavy rainfall could still change circum-

stances so quickly.

A reading of Soviet accounts leads to the conclusion that radiation fall-

out was most severe in the immediate area of the damaged reactor. Con-
sequently, one would have expected the level of radiation to fall cor-

respondingly once one crossed the Soviet border into Poland. In north-

eastern Poland, however, concentrations of iodine-131 in milk reached a

maximum of 1,720 becquerels per litre in the period 28 April to 2 May.
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This was some 72 per cent higher than the maximum level permitted for

children in Poland. Atmospheric readings, however, were well below

permitted norms. 60 Nevertheless, one would have expected radioactivity

in Chernobyl raion to have been higher than this level.

Similarly, with the longer lasting caesium isotope, high levels were

found in food samples from Bavaria and East Germany at the end of

June. In Neuruppin, north of Berlin, the caesium level had reportedly

risen by 200-500 per cent since the disaster, while soil samples taken in

Bavaria revealed levels of up to 40,000 becquerels per kilogramme. Fish

caught in Sweden also contained about ten times more than the allowed

level of radiation.
61 Another source has confirmed that there was “an un-

expectedly high ratio of caesium in the fallout from the Chernobyl reac-

tor” and postulates that this could have an adverse effect upon Ukrainian

agriculture. 62 There was little indication from the Soviet side that these

sort of levels abounded.

Boris Semenov, the Deputy Chairman of the USSR State Committee

for the Utilization of Atomic Energy, thus noted in June that the situation

was “normalizing.” According to readings from the Ostior station, he

added, the radiation level sixty kilometres from the station was 0.14 mil-

lirems per hour on 2 June. In the northwest of the USSR, the dosage rate

was said to be the same as the natural background. 63
In fact, the Soviet

authorities have thus far given no information about the highest levels of

radiation, the amount of contamination of food, or whether there was

ever any danger posed to the citizens of Kiev by the disaster.

Casualties

No country would have been adequately prepared for a nuclear disaster

of the magnitude of Chernobyl. The fact that the accident occurred at

night and on a weekend made the Soviets’ task even more difficult. In the

Soviet case, there was a marked shortage of experts in medical radiology

at the local hospitals, which was, according to Oleg Shchepin, the First

Deputy Health Minister, “a serious gap in the training of people in our

health system.” 64 As a result, the most seriously injured persons at

Chernobyl were sent to Moscow’s Hospital No. 6, a speciality hospital

geared to treat victims of a nuclear accident.

The head of that hospital, A. Guskova, a graduate of Sverdlovsk

Medical Institute, was reportedly “on the hotline” to local medical es-

tablishments by 1630 hours on 26 April, i.e., some fifteen hours after the

accident occurred. 65
It may therefore have taken some time before either

the seriousness of the injuries was ascertained, or before it was realized

just how unprepared the hospitals of northern Ukraine were for an event

136



THE CHERNOBYL DISASTER

of such magnitude. By 1800 hours, two of the staff from No. 6 Hospital,

T.T. Toporkova and G.D. Seledovkin, were on a flight to Chernobyl to

assess the situation and to decide which of the victims could be dealt with

locally, which should be sent to hospitals in Kiev (the intermediate cases)

and which to Moscow (the worst cases). Within a twenty-four-hour pe-

riod, the two doctors and others had evidently examined 1000 persons. 66

On 27 April, the 206 seriously injured victims were flown to Moscow.
According to the IAEA report, which followed some two weeks later,

they consisted predominantly of nuclear plant personnel and firefighters,

all of whom were affected by radiation from the first to the fourth degree.

Two persons, as already noted, were said to have been killed outright,

Volodymyr Shashenok and Valerii Khodemchuk. Western writers and

politicians were alternately sceptical and incredulous concerning the offi-

cial total of two dead. Matters were not helped by the erroneous UPI re-

port of 2,000 victims of Chernobyl at the outset, which confused many
Western readers, but was commendably ignored by the Associated Press.

The photographs of the damaged reactor, the size of the plant and of

Prypiat (well over 25,000 residents) and the reports from U.S. satellite

sources of a possible “second meltdown” (Time magazine entitled its is-

sue on Chernobyl “Meltdown”), suggested a much higher casualty fig-

ure. U.S. arms negotiator Kenneth Adelmann and Secretary of State

George Schultz were among those who refused to take the figure of two

dead seriously.

With regard to this figure— and the Soviet propagandists have not been

slow to respond to the mistaken impressions that were given in the

West— it should perhaps be said that it was at best an interim total. There

could be little justification for Western speculations, but there was also

little point in reiterating the figure ad nauseam in the Soviet news agen-

cies, since there was never a possibility that two dead could represent an

ultimate or even immediate casualty figure. Glasnost (openness) from

the east would in turn have led to accuracy in the West. Instead, a human
disaster became grossly politicized from the beginning.

In the first days after the accident, about 100,000 people were exam-

ined for radiation sickness, and 230 medical teams, made up of 1,300

doctors, nurses and dosimetrists carried out the inpsections. Rest facili-

ties were provided at the Lesnaia Polnaia clinic-sanatorium, near Cherno-
byl, where less seriously injured workers were taken for check-ups and to

recover for periods of up to two weeks. 67 About half the patients hospi-

talized in the first days after the accident were reportedly discharged by
12 May. 68 Two days later, Mikhail Gorbachev announced on Soviet tele-

vision that nine people had now died and 299 were still in hospital.

The disaster took on an international aspect early in May, when U.S.

bone marrow specialist Robert P. Gale took a team of specialists to Mos-
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cow to assist Soviet specialists with bone marrow transplants for the most

seriously affected victims. There is some conjecture concerning how
Gale, a graduate of the New York State University in Buffalo, found

himself in Moscow. Writing in the Los Angeles Times, on 29 May 1986,

Gale stated that “On May 1, the government of the Soviet Union asked

me to come to Moscow to aid Soviet physicians and scientists.” Gale

wrote that he responded “immediately,” and with the aid of Occidental

Petroleum chairman, Armand Hammer, assembled a team that included

his colleagues at the UCLA Medical Center, Paul Terasaki and Richard

Champlin, and an Israeli doctor, Yair Reisner.

Writing in the same edition of the Los Angeles Times, Armand Ham-
mer stated that as soon as the Chernobyl disaster became known in the

West, Gale “offered his services” to the Soviet government to provide

bone-marrow transplants: “He knew that he must ask the Soviets

directly, for this was a private offer and Moscow had already rejected

U.S. government offers of assistance.” Gale reportedly called Hammer,
who dispatched a telegram to Gorbachev (Hammer has been on good
terms with every Soviet leader, from Lenin onward). Hammer also used

his personal funds to purchase $600,000 worth of medical supplies, even

though the Soviets had offered to pay for these supplies.

Within a forty-eight hour period, Gale and his team were in Moscow.
Whichever account is accurate, the West was now provided with a voice

in Moscow, although Gale was careful never to say anything that might

offend the Soviet authorities or to compromise his work in Moscow.
Gale and his team participated in the main medical work carried out af-

ter the disaster, the monitoring and care of the most critically injured

patients. Guskova has emphasized that Gale’s team supplemented an al-

ready proficient team assembled at the hospital rather than provided ex-

pertise lacking in the Soviet team. She pointed out that her colleague,

A. Ia. Baranov, had already performed six bone-marrow transplants by

the time Gale arrived. They were assisted

by the Cardiology Institute, with its highly developed biochemistry, the

Haematology Institute, with its blood service, and the Epidemiology and

Microbiology Institute, which produces special diagnostic preparations for

us and assesses the concentration of anti-infection drugs. 69

Each patient was provided with a 24-hour individual doctor and nurse.

Ten junior physicians were duly promoted and became heads of sections

overnight, while the doctors “had to acquire new skills.” Disputes oc-

curred with the American doctors, but according to Guskova’s account.

Gale and his colleagues usuallly acceded to the Soviets’ demands: “I am
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sure that we would behave similarly in his clinic.” 70 According to

Champlin, the American team worked 12-15 hours daily, but they and

their Soviet colleague were at first limited by a “critical shortage of tech-

nology” and with equipment that was over twenty years old. Most of the

equipment used was of Western origin, he noted, and were not manufac-

tured in the USSR. Also, the Soviets simply were not equipped to handle

a large number of casualties. Blood cells were still counted under a mi-

croscope as opposed to an automatic counter, which took about 30

seconds while the long hours at the hospital were necessitated by the fre-

quent breakdowns of machinery, and in order not to delay crucial trans-

plants.
71

According to Robert Gale, attention was focused initially on the 35

patients who had suffered the most substantial doses of radiation.

Altogether, he noted on 6 June, 80 people had suffered serious radiation

exposure in the accident, and 400-500 were admitted to hospitals. Thir-

teen patients had received bone marrow transplants by this date, of whom
eight had died, while six were given injections of fetal liver cells.

72 An-

other Western doctor at the hospital, Michael McCally, a professor of

clinical medicine at the University of Chicago, said that bone marrow
transplants had been carried out on those who had received over 500

rems, “the lethal dose.” He also stated that the death toll at the end of

June stood at 26, but added that 200 workers, doctors and firemen re-

mained “critically ill.”
73

Champlin provided a harrowing portrayal of the agonies experienced

by one victim, of blisters on the face and mouth, ulcers across the body,

red “weeping” skin burns. The victim’s membranes that lined his in-

testines “had eroded” and the patient suffered from “severe, bloody

diarrhoea.” 74 Nevertheless, the Soviet Vremia television programme,

which was to receive heavy criticism from Pravda for the way it covered

the disaster, saw fit to interview Chernobyl firemen from the hospital in

early June. Teliatnikov, Petrovsky and others were shown, clad in

pyjamas, gaunt and losing hair, all declaring in their turn that they felt

“fine” and were anxious to return to their homes. Guskova also stated

optimistically that “It seems to us that we have the wherewithal to enable

them to return to life and work.” 75

Gale himself was interviewed by CBC Television (Toronto) in late

June, and described the major damage to the bone marrow caused by the

massive doses of radiation, and to the skin from the graphite fire which

had been burning at a temperature of up to 5000 degrees Celsius. The
burns from radiation, he explained, could have resulted from touching

radioactive particles or from external radiation. As the blood count had

begun to fall, the patients became susceptible to bleeding complications

and infections. He felt, however, that the victims were aware of what had
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happened to them and that they had knowingly entered a zone of high

radiation: “They were firefighters or physicians trained to deal with a

nuclear reactor accident.” 76

Teliatnikov and Petrovsky evidently recovered enough to visit the

graves of several of their colleagues at the Mitinskoie cemetery on the

outskirts of Moscow later the same month. Having been discharged from

Hospital No. 6, they were to spend “several months” at the Luniovo

sanatorium near Moscow. Altogether, eight of the firemen were dis-

charged. 77 As for those buried in the Moscow cemetery, most were

Ukrainian firemen from the Chernobyl plant, including Titenok, Ih-

natenko, Kibenok, Pravyk, Vashchuk and Tishchura. 78 The death of

Kibenok, one of the first two firefighters on the scene was the occasion

for some eulogies in the Soviet press at both the national and (Ukrainian)

republican level. A young man of twenty-three, he left a pregnant wife,

and died fifteen days after receiving a “powerful dose” of radiation dur-

ing the fight against the fire.™ Other “known” victims include a plant

worker, Lelechenko, shift leader at the fourth generating unit, A.

Akimov, and an operator, A. Kurguze. In late May, Professor A. Poz-

mogov from a Kiev clinic informed Western correspondents in Zurich

that ten of the patients there “were in a worrying condition. 80
It is by no

means clear therefore that all the victims died in Moscow.
In addition to the firemen, the patients in Moscow included two first-

aid workers and other plant personnel. No helicopter pilots had suffered

as a result of their missions, and only two residents of Prypiat had suf-

fered from radiation sickness, both of whom had wandered onto the plant

site. By 2 August, the total number of victims had risen to thirty, a total

that, in Gale’s view, would not get much higher. 81

To estimate the final death count from Chernobyl would be to indulge

in speculation. Instead, one should merely keep in mind the postulates

cited above, namely that the number of victims rises in proportion to the

dose of radiation received. The number of deaths due to non-stochastic

categories is not likely to exceed one hundred. The grey area remains the

stochastic category, future cancers and genetic diseases. Gale and his

colleagues decided to monitor the progress of about 100,000 people from

the general area around Chernobyl over the next decades. Only over a pe-

riod of about forty years therefore can an accurate estimate of the number

of Chernobyl victims be offered.

As for the Soviet medical crews, they appear to have performed as best

they could in an unprecedented situation. While Soviet hospitals are

clearly less well equipped than those in the West, there is little reason to

doubt the ability and competence of Soviet doctors such as Guskova and

Baranov. Guskova’s grimaces and sharp temper provided a more realistic

depiction of what was happening at Hospital No. 6 than Vremia's some-

140



THE CHERNOBYL DISASTER

what macabre interview with firemen suffering physically from radiation

sickness, prematurely aged and balding.

The Evacuation

Soviet reports about Chernobyl abound with descriptions of heroism,

selfless behaviour and arduous work. A less than glorious chapter in the

history of the event was the evacuation— or rather evacuations, since

there were several— of citizens from contaminated areas. The political

aspect of the process will be discussed in Chapter Seven. Suffice it to say

here that regional and Moscow officials did not agree about the danger of

radiation contamination of local residents. Indeed, the local officials ap-

pear to have had little conception of the danger even after the dramatic

events of the early hours of 26 April. Only a few hours after the main

blaze was extinguished at the nuclear plant, and firemen had suffered

enormous doses of radiation of between 400 and 800 rems, Prypiat chil-

dren were making their way to school. They recalled trucks hosing down
the streets with water, and were given a warning from their teachers to

stay indoors when they returned home, to change their clothes and warn

their parents.
82

An even more astonishing example emanates from Belorussia. Empha-
sizing the “normality” of day-to-day existence, an article in Pravda

cited a soccer game being played between two raion capital towns,

Khoiniki and Bragin. The two towns represented several villages that had

been evacuated and could be said to be dangerously close to the evacua-

tion zone. A first game was played on 13 May, with a return match on 18

May. 83 On 7 June, Izvestiia warned residents of Kiev not to play soccer

on the beaches because the sand being kicked up might be contaminated.

Subsequently, the city of Gomel, about 150 kilometres to the north, i.e.,

much further away from the danger zone of 30 kilometres around the

Chernobyl plant, was evacuated. Why were the soccer games permitted?

The most charitable explanation is that the local authorities were ignorant

of the dangers, just as the Prypiat urban party committee allowed school-

children to attend school on the same day that the disaster occurred.

Reports about the entire evacuation process are riddled with contradic-

tions and inaccuracies. At best, it can be said that it proceeded with

“organized chaos.” Neither the Soviet authorities nor “welcomed” out-

siders could obtain a clear picture. For example, following the visit of

Hans Blix and other IAEA officials to the area, the IAEA issued a state-

ment that up to 48,000 people had been evacuated from Chernobyl and

other locations within a 30-kilometre radius.
84 On the following day, a

correspondent of Budapest radio stated that he had been touring the Kiev
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area and had learned that just over 90,000 had been evacuated from the

Chernobyl region. 85
In both cases, the spokespersons derived their infor-

mation from Soviet officials. Since the Budapest correspondent’s

estimate turned out to be closer to the truth, one must question why the

IAEA was given inaccurate information.

A similarly distorted picture emerges over the first hours after the acci-

dent. Once the Chernobyl accident had become the centre of a polemical

conflict— predominantly between the USSR and the U.S. media— the

Soviets began to manipulate some of the information provided about the

evacuation. Clearly one of the weakest “chinks in the Soviet armour”

was that the population of Prypiat and those farms in the vicinity of the

nuclear plant had not been evacuated on the day of the accident. Conse-

quently, the date of the initial evacuation began to be omitted from

Soviet accounts. A June edition of the weekly Ekonomicheskaia gazeta,

for example, noted simply that following the accident “The inhabitants

of Prypiat were evacuated in 1100 buses in less than three hours.” 86

There was no indication in the article that this signified three hours on the

following day.

Concerning the dates of the evacuation, it was by no means clear ini-

tially which areas had been evacuated. As a Western analyst points out,

the First Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs of the USSR, Anatolii

Kovalev, stated at a Moscow press conference to which foreign journal-

ists were invited, that a danger zone of 30 kilometres had been demar-

cated and that the Chernobyl region had been evacuated within thirty-six

hours of the accident. The logical deduction was that all those within the

danger zone had been evacuated within that time period. Yet two days

later, the Ukrainian premier, O. Liashko, stated that only people within a

10-kilometre zone around the damaged reactor had been moved, and the

evacuation of the larger zone, which included the town of Chernobyl, did

not take place until a week after the accident. 87

In fact, there does not seem to have been any strict adherence to the

30-kilometre limit, which prominent officials such as Velikhov never

took very seriously. 88 Villages such as Dytiatky (25 kilometres from

Chernobyl), Strakholissia (30 kilometres from Chernobyl) and Horno-

staipil (25 kilometres) were never evacuated, reportedly because radia-

tion levels in these villages were normal. 89 The same report indicated that

there were a number of other villages also exempted from the general ex-

odus. On the other hand, once out of the danger zone, farms were not al-

ways totally abandoned. Members of the Prypiat state farm, which is al-

most adjacent to the atomic power plant, were evacuated on 27 April, but

subsequently returned to the farm to pick up their equipment “which was

first decontaminated.” 90 The danger zone was evidently not considered

so dangerous by some of the residents, particularly in cases when they
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were being asked to help with farming work in their new location and

lacked the tools to do any work.

Although some villages were never evacuated, the current official fig-

ure of 92,000 evacuees still seems too low when all the information is

taken into account. Evidence suggests that the number of evacuees,

migrants and those who simply fled the scene, when added to the thou-

sands of schoolchildren sent to summer camps (there were reportedly

60,000 removed from Gomel oblast in June alone), and the large num-

bers of citizens who were leaving the city of Kiev, it is plain that the min-

imum overall figure is well over half a million, and that the 92,000 refers

to the Ukrainian total alone rather than the 30-kilometre zone. We are in-

formed from Soviet sources, for example, of the following figures:

a) Ukraine [92,000 total]:

Prypiat workers relocated to other nuclear plants and various

industries— 20,000;

Evacuation to the town of Poliske (population 40,000)— 23,000;
Evacuation to Bragin raion, Belorussia— 7,000;

Evacuation to the town of Makariv— 6,000;

Evacuation to Ivankiv raion— approximately 7,000;

Evacuation to the village of Zahaltsi (Borodiansky raion)— 2,200;

b) Belorussia:

Gomel raion residents evacuated from the southern part of the raion—
26,000;

Evacuation of Belorussian children— 60,000;
Overall total: 151,200

To the above must be added the removal of over 250,000 school-

children, pregnant mothers and mothers with children under seven years

of age from Kiev and other cities,
91 and the evacuation of many citizens

from the city of Gomel, concerning which very little information has

been made available, but which appears to have been substantial. One re-

port, for example, revealed that hundreds of evacuees from Gomel were

living in Tallinn, Estonia in July.
92 Not all the moving occurred at the

same time, and not all those in transit have been recorded in official ac-

counts, but there is verifiable evidence in most cases that the migration

occurred.

From official sources, one can deduce the following. On 27 April, in

the early part of the afternoon, residents of Prypiat (population 25,000-

40,000) and farms located close to the reactor, such as the Prypiat state

farm mentioned above, were evacuated. Initially, the destination was
Poliske raion. Over 23,000 evacuees and the Prypiat urban party orga-

nization were relocated in the town of Poliske itself,
93 which is located
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about 50 kilometres west of Chernobyl. The total would appear to ac-

count for the majority of the population of Prypiat.

Following the visit of Ryzhkov and Ligachev to the site of the acci-

dent, the town of Chernobyl itself and other villages within the 30-

kilometre zone were also evacuated between 3 and 6 May. A week later,

the school term was brought to a close, and children from Kiev and other

areas were sent to summer camps on the Black Sea and other locations.

Further north, on the Belorussian side of the border, an evacuation of

26,000 residents of the southern part of Gomel oblast took place at ap-

proximately the same time. Initially, it appears that the Belorussian po-

lice forces had arrived in Khoiniki, and established their provisional

headquarters in the town. This was considered expedient because several

villages in the raion were located about 5-7 kilometres “as the crow
flies” from the damaged nuclear reactor. It was “soon obvious” that

evacuation was essential as radiation levels had risen sharply. Conse-

quently the police supervised the evacuation of three “densely populated

raions” of Gomel oblast, Belorussian SSR, namely Narovlansky,

Khoiniki and Braginsky. Pregnant women and mothers with children un-

der seven were evacuated first, and then villages on the Ukrainian bor-

der, such as Radan Massany, Chamkov and Ulasy were cleared. 94 Al-

most half the Gomel evacuees were schoolchildren, mothers with small

children and pregnant women. 95

Once evacuated, the Soviet authorities tried to accommodate people in

environments similar to their own: state farmers were relocated on other

state farms, collective farmers on collective farms. Yet the process was
not always well organized, there was stubborn resistance from certain

quarters, families were separated, even party officials had difficulty

locating each other, and while it is reported widely that the evacuees

were welcomed everywhere with great warmth and compassion— and
there is no reason to doubt the veracity of these statements— there was

often simply no room to put the new arrivals.

On 9 May 1986, Sovetskaia Belorussiia commented with regard to the

evacuation that “the suffering is being shared by all.” In some cases, it

was quite plain that the residents had no wish to leave. According to the

Second Secretary of the Chernobyl Raion Party Committee, V.M.
Memenko, the district centre—Chernobyl— was evacuated after the town

of Prypiat in order to give the party committee “time to prepare the popu-

lation psychologically to leave.” 96 This might well be construed as yet

another explanation for the delay in moving people out of the danger

zone, but this is not to deny that residents were unhappy with the idea of

moving.

The First Party Secretary of Khoiniki Raion Committee in Belorussia,

D.M. Demichev, also said that “it was very difficult for peasants to
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leave familiar places... there were tears. Some old women hid in cel-

lars....”
97 Some Prypiat residents simply refused to move. Two elderly

women, A.S. Semeniaka and M.I. Karpenok (aged 85 and 74

respectively), hid during the evacuation and were only discovered more

than a month after the accident. Some old men found their way back to

their apartments—presumably from their new locations— “nobody
knows how,” and were discovered by a patrol. Upon apprehension, they

reportedly protested, “We will not leave—who will feed the geese and

chickens?” 98

In the town of Bragin, the residents were not moved, even though the

radiation level apparently warranted an evacuation. According to

Izvestiia , it was not easy to accommodate 7,000 people in districts that

had already received over 30,000 people from the evacuation zone. Ac-

cordingly, a hazardous operation ensued, in which the town was de-

contaminated without moving the residents.
99

Despite the delay in commencing the evacuation, people were hustled

onto buses so quickly that they left valuables behind in their apartments.

In some cases, residents may have been led into believing that their

sojourn away from home would be short. According to police colonel A.

Vasiliev, patrols in Chernobyl were maintaining round-the-clock pro-

tection of peoples’ property. Valuables, money and documents had been

left behind, electric lights and fridges left on. The patrols had begun op-

erating on 1 May, at first on foot, and then later in armoured cars.
100 The

fact that police were asked to fulfill such a duty reveals that the local au-

thorities, like some of the residents, did not anticipate that Prypiat was to

become a “ghost town.”

In mid-May, Pravda bitterly attacked the way in which the evacuation

had been carried out. Some party and government leaders, it noted, were

not meeting their responsibilities in caring for evacuees. Some evacuees

could not find “their loved ones.” Mothers with small children should

by now have been at summer camps and rest homes in the Black Sea

area, but there were still “hundreds of mothers with small children” in

Poliske raion, which was evidence of the “bureaucratic indifference” of

some Kiev workers. 101
In June, Pravda reported again that “some local

authorities were not doing what they should to help evacuees.” Letters

sent to the newspaper revealed that one evacuee was still searching for

relatives, while another, a woman, who had been relocated at Brest, lo-

cated on the border with Poland, could neither obtain a job nor manage to

send her children to a summer camp. Pravda this time laid the blame on
local press, radio and television, which should have been keeping the

public better informed. 102

When the evacuees arrived at their new destinations, conditions were
difficult. The farms in the south of Bragin raion in Belorussia were said
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to be prosperous, and the residents there were used to having amenities

such as clubs and canteens. Those in the north had no such comforts.

Moreover, the new accommodation was lacking in showers and baths,

rooms were hot and dusty. Camp-beds were “brought in by the hun-

dreds,” but sometimes could not be squeezed into the small houses.

Evacuees slept on the floor, sometimes two to a single mattress, eight or

nine people crammed into one house. 103 Under such circumstances, the

evacuation could not be a smooth or easy process. It constituted a major

upheaval in peoples’ lives, and perhaps could not have been otherwise

even with the best of organization.

What is not clear from most Soviet reports is how widely the evacuees

were dispersed. Having removed most of the small children and mothers

to resorts, the remaining citizens who could not be accommodated on the

already overcrowded farms in the southern and western parts of Kiev

oblast, were scattered across the Soviet Union. An elderly woman wrote

to Pravda complaining that she had been unable to obtain a pension in

Saratov, near the Kazakhstan border, because she had left behind her

pension book. Another letter came from Baku, Azerbaidzhan. 104 Some
Chernobyl residents were found employment in Lithuania, where they

were provided with apartments for which local residents may have been

waiting from five to ten years. 105 Others were sent to Tula (200 kilo-

metres south of Moscow) and Tallinn. 106

It remains unclear how many of the evacuees will return to their

homes, or when the area will be deemed safe for children to return to the

vicinity. Soviet accounts have spoken of the eventual return and

“normalization” of the contaminated zone, but it was stated in Pravda

that the authorities had no intention “of gambling with people’s health.”

Pravda also revealed that preparations were in hand to build bams to ac-

commodate thousands of cattle moved from the 30-kilometre zone, and

to construct 10,000 winter homes for evacuees, 107 which suggests that

the stay in safer regions was to be prolonged. Changes in the levels of

radiation, which allegedly led to the July evacuation from the city of

Gomel noted in Trud, make it difficult to declare any zone “safe” with

absolute certainty.

Not since the Second World War has the Soviet population been

forced to evacuate a region. At that time, the enemy was visible and his

intentions soon clear. After the Chernobyl disaster, regional officials

seem to have underestimated the enemy, and then, once the decision to

evacuate had been made, little care was taken to keep families together,

and many evacuees were unaware of the length of time that would be

spent away from home.
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The Public

As was seen in Chapter One, the city of Kiev did not suffer its peak

levels of radiation until about nine days after the accident because the

wind was blowing the radiation cloud northwestward rather than to the

south. The May-Day parade and an international bicycle race took place

on schedule, in the case of the former, the day before representatives of

the CC CPSU Politburo accompanied Ukrainian party leader, V.V.

Shcherbytsky, and Kiev oblast First Party Secretary, V. Revenko, to the

accident area. From the beginning concerning the city of Kiev, there was

a contrast between some of the announcements on the local Kiev radio

and statements in newspapers, Moscow radio and Soviet news agencies.

Also, the rumour mill, which is always evident in a major city, was oper-

ating from the beginning (some of the stories that circulated in the days

after the disaster are outlined below).

On 9 May, Revenko was quoted in Pravda as stating that the “radia-

tion situation in Kiev presents no grounds for fear.” The cities, streets

and plazas were, as always, swarming with people, while factories, of-

fices and shops were in full service. Milk and vegetables, he stated, were

being checked carefully, first at their point of origin and again at the Kiev

entry point. Children and breast-feeding mothers had been sent to sum-

mer camps purely as a precautionary measure. Revenko’ s assurances

were supported by Radio Moscow , which also made the bland statement

that “life is normal in Kiev” and interviewed a number of foreign stu-

dents, all of whom testified that there was nothing untoward happening

on the geiger counters they had with them. 108

On 8 May, the day before the radio’s broadcast, however, its Kiev

counterpart had repeatedly issued a warning from the Ukrainian Ministry

of Flealth. A change in the wind direction and in its strength had

“increased the level of radioactive contamination in the city.” The level

was not believed to be dangerous for health (the fact that no figures were

provided suggests that it may have been above recommended norms,

however), but some prophylactic measures were advised. These included

the obligatory closing of all windows to prevent the spreading of radioac-

tive dust and the contamination of food; shaking dust off clothing after

being in the street, wiping floors, carpets and furniture with damp rags;

daily showers and washing hair with soap or shampoo. 109

The ministry also advised that residents should not venture into the

countryside, beaches, gardens or allotments unless absolutely necessary.

People should refrain from staying in open spaces. They should consume
vitamin-rich food, especially Vitamin B, drink more fluids and stop

eating spinach, sorrel and salad. Food should only be bought from stores

at which radiation levels were inspected regularly. All wells used for
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drinking and household purposes were to be covered. A virtual crisis sit-

uation evidently was imposed for a few days, although the precise times

and duration of the emergency are difficult to gauge.

Thus on 9 May, Ukrainian Minister of Health, A. Romanenko, ad-

dressed Kiev citizens on Radio Kiev and informed them that the radiation

level had gradually lowered “and is now within the norms recommended
by international and national organizations,” i.e., it had been above

those norms previously. At the same time, he said that dust was now the

main enemy and that alertness and surveillance were essential in the days

ahead. 110 A Ukrainian newspaper, however, noted two days later that a

change in the wind direction had seen a rise in the level of radioactivity in

Kiev and the surrounding areas. Residents were instructed to take pre-

cautionary measures, to wash themselves and their homes regularly, to

stop smoking and drinking alcohol, not to eat greens, and to keep chil-

dren from playing on the ground. 1 1

1

By 15 May, at least 250,000 school-age children had been evacuated

from the city and sent to summer camps. Many citizens evidently at-

tempted to follow them, jamming the Kiev railway station. Pravda re-

ferred sardonically to “whirlpools of hysterical, selfish individuals” at

Kiev railway stations,
112 while a Moscow-based newspaper noted that

the demand for railway tickets in Kiev “just before the May-Day
holiday” had been so great that officials had to open eight extra ticket

counters at the station, cut staff lunch breaks and extend working

hours. 113 The authorities had laid on extra trains for people who wished

to leave the capital “for fear of radiation exposure.” 114 The Reuter corre-

spondent in the city observed that 200 people were waiting hopefully for

airline tickets at the Aeroflot office, while residents were reporting prob-

lems in obtaining rail and air tickets out of the city.
115

According to Pravda , Kiev residents had been “vulnerable to false

rumours from the West” because they had not been given complete in-

formation about the accident initially.
1 16 A driver in the city told the Lon-

don Times correspondent, Christopher Walker, that residents had been

living “a normal life” for over a week after the accident until they were

suddenly warned on 5 May that they should be taking numerous precau-

tions, similar to those mentioned above. 117 The sudden increase in radia-

tion levels seems to have alerted the authorities belatedly to the dangers.

Whereas foreigners who had been removed from the city on the advice of

their governments in the first days after the accident were assuring the

Western media that reporting in the West had been grossly exag-

gerated, 118 the real danger to Kiev came later, approximately 9- 10 days

after the accident.

Consequently, many Western sources were prepared to accept at face

value Soviet statements that no danger existed, from the logical deduct-
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ion that radioactive decay would by this time have reduced the radioac-

tivity from its original high level. But in fact, the reverse had occurred,

as Soviet sources admitted in their warnings to the population. Robert

Gale, who cannot in any respect be considered an anti-Soviet source,

stated in early June, one month after the warnings had been issued, that

the radiation levels in Kiev were still approximately 15-30 times above

normal. 119

There is firm evidence that some panic occurred in the city, Soviet

reassurances notwithstanding. As early as 11 May, A.M. Kasianenko,

the Deputy Minister of Health of the Ukrainian SSR stated that uncon-

trolled use of medicines (presumably iodine) could be dangerous, and

that “There is no truth to the rumour that alcohol is useful against radia-

tion.’’
120 Guskova herself was questioned by an lzvestiia interviewer

about these allegations:

Interviewer. We have been to Chernobyl. There is much talk that vodka

helps in the event of irradiation.

Guskova: No! I have been telephoned from Kiev. People were asking

about red wine and vodka. Alcohol deceives and prevents a person from

correctly understanding his own condition. 121

The rumour-mill evidently did not abate and the question found its

way into Sovetskaia Rossiia in June 1986. People were reportedly “hold-

ing serious’’ discussions about a round-the-clock trade in vodka that had

begun in Kiev, how vodka prices had been reduced drastically, and how
all the drivers working in Chernobyl were being given table wine because

“as people are saying, wine and vodka work well against radiation.’’ 122

Evidently the widespread belief was that as radioactive substances may
have entered the body and were difficult to remove, various alcoholic

combinations should be tried to remove the “poison’ ’ from the patient.

This and other related questions were examined in mid-July by the

newspaper Komsomolskaia pravda. In an article entitled “Radiation:

Myths and Reality,’’ it refuted the “persistent public notion” that garlic

or alcohol could be useful against contamination. “How can alcohol,” it

asked, “working chemically on the organs, influence radiation, acting

physically on the level of cells?” It also emphasized that taking

pharmacy iodine as an antidote, “as some people have been doing,” was
not only pointless, but also dangerous. Nor could people contaminate

others, because they had absorbed far too little radiation for this,” the

newspaper pointed out.
123

In the Chernobyl region (and also over the border in Poland), 124 sev-

eral pregnant women decided to have abortions after the disaster, while
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others fled from the area before the authorities organized the evacuation.

Many even left Ukraine altogether, considering it dangerous to be

anywhere in the same area as the damaged reactor. Pravda Ukrainy con-

demned their actions, albeit in the mildest fashion, as being “without

foundation.” 125 Vladimir Sokolov, the Kiev correspondent of Radio

Moscow expressed frustration with the “rumours and untruths” that

were being aired about the station, about Chernobyl and about Kiev,

which were pervading the Ukrainian capital: “What can one invent about

Kiev, where normal life is still going on. . . .
?“ 126

Yet the rumours were not limited either to Kiev or Kiev oblast. Mus-

covites were also said to be frightened about radiation, to be asking for

medical examinations. They were evidently afraid not only of contact

with people who had come from Chernobyl, but even about touching

their belongings or handling letters from the area.
127 On 2 May, Pravda

revealed that it had received letters from readers opposing nuclear power.

Valerii Legasov, a Deputy Director of the Kurchatov Atomic Energy In-

stitute of the USSR Academy of Sciences, was told by the newspaper’s

interviewer: “I will not keep it a secret that our editorial mail includes

letters which express a negative outlook toward atomic energy.”

To the “official rumours” noted here can be added “unofficial

rumours,” which also may not always have been based on fact, but none-

theless circulated in the city of Kiev and only added to the consternation

and fears of citizens.
128 There was said to be widespread discontent about

certain features of the evacuation: pre-school children, for example, had

not been evacuated to summer camps in mid-May. Further, while there

were no restrictions placed on leaving the city, the authorities never on

any occasion advised citizens that this would be a preferable course (this

is clearly accurate). It was believed, on the other hand, that the Ukrainian

party chief’s grandson had been whisked out of the city on 27 April, im-

plying that the danger was self-evident to the Ukrainian authorities. Fur-

ther, all institutions of higher learning were permitted longer vacations so

that academics could stay away from Kiev.

Posters reportedly were displayed at Kiev University warning people

not to trust the statements of the authorities, and to get their children out

of Kiev. These, it is said, were not removed for several days. About one

million Kievans abandoned their jobs and left the city unofficially after

the accident, but the authorities allowed people to return to their posi-

tions without reprisals, because officials were so sensitive about the

Chernobyl affair. Although children had been sent to summer camps for

45 days, they would have been returned to their homes had not a promi-

nent academician protested, securing a further 45-day extension. A letter

from a Kiev resident to the West noted that the evacuated children would
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not be returned to the city until the leaves had fallen from the trees (i.e.,

the leaves contained radioactive particles).

As for illness, it is reported that virtually every sickness was being

blamed on the Chernobyl disaster. Kiev relatives of Prypiat citizens were

believed to have died after being contaminated by these same persons af-

ter the accident. A radiation specialist informed a Kiev resident that he

had contracted a cataract of the eye that appeared to be a result of ex-

posure to high levels of radiation. It was virtually impossible to obtain

dosimetric apparatus to measure radiation levels. One citizen came to the

West in search of a dosimetre because he had been unable to locate the

machine in either Ukraine or Eastern Europe.

More verifiably, Kiev residents began listening to Western radio re-

ports on a mass scale, even travelling as far as the Carpathian Mountains

to circumvent the heavy Soviet jamming. Western broadcasts were taped

and circulated. Even jammed broadcasts were taped in the hope that a

technical means could be found to eliminate the jamming and still hear

the original broadcast. At Kiev libraries, all literature on the U.S. Three

Mile Island accident of 1979 was withdrawn from the stacks.

The general picture is of a dissatisfaction on a much wider scale than is

apparent from Soviet reports. Clearly Kiev residents were very con-

cerned about the accident, about their state of health, and about the con-

fusing and often contradictory statements of the authorities about radia-

tion levels, and what steps should be taken. Many citizens did not accept

the Soviet statements that the level of radiation in Kiev had never been

damaging to their health.
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CHAPTER SEVEN:

After Chernobyl

The Clean-Up Campaign

The profound psychological impact of the disaster upon the Soviet au-

thorities manifested itself in various ways. Even while mobilizing every

available force to assist in “eliminating the consequences of the acci-

dent,” and while following the official line that Chernobyl had revealed

a glimpse of what life might be like for the world after a nuclear con-

flagration, some Soviet writers also offered frank and profound thoughts

on the disaster. They revealed that in some quarters, there was a feeling

of helplessness in the presence of unknown forces unleashed by the

Chernobyl disaster. Cited here is one example from a political writer of

the Soviet government daily, Izvestiia:

In the past when fate took an unexpected turn, our forefathers used to say:

everything is at the mercy of God. Without involving ourselves again in the

argument about God, let us set out the evident truth of our time that every-

thing is now at the mercy of the atom. And that applies to all mankind and

all life on earth, whether the atom is used for military or peaceful purposes.

We have been reminded about that from time to time by accidents in the

United States, Britain and other countries. Another tragic reminder was

provided by the accident at the Chernobyl atomic energy station, which

suddenly entered our life— and not ours alone— and world politics.

For almost two weeks Chernobyl has been featured in newspapers and

on the Vremia TV programme. 1

It occupies no less important a place in our

thoughts and feelings.... Pictures taken from helicopters show the deserted

settlement around the AES, the bright new apartment blocks, the straight

and empty streets. Sensing the meaning of this picture as people of the

nuclear age, we feel the unseen, silent and awesome presence of increased
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radioactivity. So this is what it is like, we thought, as we watched....

We are not the only ones thinking about Chernobyl. This word, until re-

cently unknown to most people in our country, is now on the whole

world’s lips. On such occasions, you see once again how small the world

is. In the modern poet’s metaphor, “The world dangles in a string bag of

latitudes and longitudes” containing almost five billion people gripped

with fear at the threat of nuclear war to which has suddenly been added the

danger of radiation from the Chernobyl atom.... People are casting many

wary glances at the sky and their surroundings— radioactivity needs no visa

and has no respect for national frontiers .

2

Amidst such reflections, the Ukrainian authorities began to organize

personnel to deal with the enormous task of a burning graphite fire and a

plant that was emitting a steady stream of radiation into the atmosphere

through the yawning crater that was formerly the nuclear plant’s roof.

Reactors one, two and three required a skeleton staff to monitor the cool-

ing down process after they had been switched off. A devastated area had

to be decontaminated and immediate and urgent measures had to be taken

to prevent the pollution by radiation of the Prypiat River that flows into

the main water supply for the city of Kiev.

On 28 April, TASS announced the formation of the Government Com-
mission to investigate the accident under the leadership of Borys Shcher-

byna. The latter’s role was never very clear. The Novosti report issued in

the first week of May, but referring to events of 28 April, made it clear

that at that time Shcherbyna was spending his hours between Prypiat and

Chernobyl. Subsequently, however, he seems to have spent much of his

time in Moscow, and left on-the-spot duties to subordinates, most

notably to Ivan Silaiev and later (when Silaiev was replaced) to Lev

Voronin. There is little doubt that Silaiev played a more active part in the

clean-up work than did Shcherbyna, but since the latter was not seen in

public after mid-May, he may have fallen ill, as was rumoured, and have

been unable to play an active role.

When Shcherbytsky visited the accident area on 1 July, it was reported

in the Ukrainian press (cited earlier) that he met with Vladimir Gusev,

who by that time was head of the commission. Gusev’s name had not

been mentioned previously in the press, and rarely appeared afterward.

The likelihood, then, is that the commission did have its base in Moscow
and left the fieldwork to prominent officials who would then report to the

chairman. Nevertheless, the chairman was clearly rotated. By the first

week of August, Gusev had been replaced by Deputy Chairman of the

USSR Council of Ministers, G.G. Vedernikov, who took part in a high-

level meeting in Chernobyl on 9 August and was referred to as Chairman

of the Government Commission. 3
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Much of the work, which in late-May involved over 1,000 personnel, 4

was left to the army and police forces. For example, the sealing off of

the plant site, evacuation procedures and the mission to extinguish the

burning graphite were placed under the command of the Ukrainian po-

lice, and the army. The decisions were made by the Prypiat and Cherno-

byl sections of the Ukrainian Ministry of Internal Affairs, which were

temporarily amalgamated and renamed the Chemobyl-Prypiat city raion

section.

As early as 26 April, it is reported that the Deputy Director of the

Ukrainian MVD, G.V. Berdov, went to Prypiat and closed all the routes

to the plant and to the town. Additional police squads arrived from

Poliske, Ivankiv and Chernobyl to Berdov’ s headquarters in Prypiat.

Shortly afterward, Ukraine’s police chief, I.D. Hladush, arrived “and

took over command.” He worked out an evacuation plan and

“persuaded the population that such a course was in their best inter-

ests.” 5 To maintain a “forbidden zone,” watchtowers were established,

“similar to those along the border [of the USSR].” The perimeter en-

compassed by these watchtowers covered a distance of 107 kilometres.

This artificial boundary was then patrolled constantly by the militia and

subunits of the Ministry of Internal Affairs. The latter were put in charge

of issuing passes to those who entered, and entry points were reduced to

three throughout the entire zone. 6

Because radiation levels in the zone bordered by the watchtowers were

very high, the task force’s headquarters was removed from the Prypiat

building, and by 9 May, an underground bunker had been established in

the Prypiat area as the new centre. Around this date, control of the zone,

which had been entrusted to the police, was now given to the army, un-

der Colonel U. Keleberda, who had the immense task of supervising and

co-ordinating the work of the army, civil defence teams, and various

government departments and ministries that were arriving at the accident

site.
7 As for the deserted town of Prypiat, the job of protecting the

rapidly vacated apartments, which contained in many cases both valuable

and documents, was given to a subunit of the Kiev Security Guards

department [Vnevedomstvennaia], under the command of Colonel D.D.
Chaus. Guards were placed at the entrances to each apartment block on

four-hour shifts.
8

The headquarters of the Prypiat party organization was transferred first

to the town of Chernobyl, and subsequently to the safer locale of Poliske.

Oblast party leader Revenko made occasional visits to the accident site,

but the Ukrainian Party leader Shcherbytsky played a more distant role.

He made only three announced visits between 26 April and 1 July, and

on the first occasion, he merely accompanied Ryzhkov and Ligachev to

the accident site. By contrast, Shcherbytsky ’s Belorussian counterpart,
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N.N. Sliunkov, reportedly flew to the contaminated zone in the southern

part of Gomel oblast several times a week by helicopter.
9 There is noth-

ing to suggest, however, that Shcherbytsky was taking a back seat or dis-

interested role in the clean-up. Arguably, since his role at the accident

scene could have been little more than ceremonial, there was little reason

for him to play a more active part. Sliunkov’s involvement, however,

was unusual, but the Belorussian situation was less clear-cut. Radiation

levels there rose sharply shortly after the accident and the evacuation pro-

cess was even more difficult than in Ukraine.

Over the next weeks, a Chernobyl task force was created. It was made
up of military and police forces, firemen, physicians, coal-miners,

metro-builders, transport workers, officials and workers of the Ministry

of Power and Electrification, the Ukrainian State Motor Vehicle Inspec-

torate (GAI), officials of the Ministry of Transport Construction and nu-

merous others. Fleets of trucks, buses and cranes were dispatched to

Chernobyl nuclear plant, along with assorted equipment for

decontamination, sealing and tunneling work. Images were evoked in the

press of the “Great Patriotic War,” and certainly the locale took on

many of the aspects of a war zone.

As early as 26 April, the Soviet authorities evidently came to the con-

clusion that the graphite fire had to be extinguished from the air. The
commander of the helicopter pilots that were to carry out this perilous

mission was Air Force Major-General Nikolai Antoshchkin. According

to the armed forces’ newspaper, Krasnaia zvezda, he was ordered to

“leave urgently for the town of Prypiat” on the evening on 26 April, but

because of the necessary preparations that had to be made, he only ar-

rived in Prypiat on the following evening. Assembling a crew that in-

cluded several veterans from the Soviet war against Afghanistan,

Antoshchkin began his mission on 28 April, 10
i.e., at least 48 hours after

the accident had occurred.

The authorities had decided to shut off the flow of radioactivity from

the air, thereby placing a “stopper” over the reactor. Large MI-8

helicopters took off from a meadow located about 14 kilometres from the

damaged reactor, loaded with bags that contained dolomite powder, sand

and lead pellets (the latter were to fill in any gaps that were left by the

sand). Once at the reactor, they hovered in the air at a height of 270

metres, while their cargo was unloaded."

Initially, there were two main concerns. First, total accuracy was es-

sential as workers were still manning the neighbouring reactor units. To
ensure that the pilots hit their target, a man stood on the roof “close to

the damaged reactor“— obviously at great peril to his life, since at this

stage there was no protection whatsoever from the radiation— and

directed the pilots.
12 Ninety-three drops were made on the first day, fol-
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lowed by 186 on the second, “all with 100-per-cent accuracy” according

to Soviet accounts. 13 About ten tonnes of sand were dropped between 28

and 30 April, but in Shcherbyna’s view, it was like trying to shoot an

elephant with a peashooter. 14 At length, however, the damaged reactor

was partially smothered with 5,000 tonnes of material.

The resolution of one crisis led directly to another. The second con-

cern was that underneath the damaged reactor lay a water-basin, a huge

two-tiered structure designed for the reactor’s emergency cooling sys-

tem. After the explosion, this basin had reportedly been filled with con-

taminated water. After the stopper had been placed over the reactor, the

authorities became aware that the 5,000-tonne sand covering threatened

to push the 190-tonne white-hot reactor downward into the basin— or

bubbler pond— reacting with the water to produce radioactive vapour.

There seemed to be a real danger, in the view of Velikhov and others,

that the core would then melt through the concrete layer under the basin

and contaminate the ground water, i.e., it might have followed the

course of the so-called China-Syndrome.

It was considered an “urgent requirement” therefore to ascertain how
much water remained in the bubbler pond, and to determine its radioac-

tivity and how to channel it away from the damaged reactor. Evidently,

“hundreds of firefighting appliances” were employed for this purpose,

but it proved impossible to remove all the water from the pool. A mission

of equal danger to that carried out by the helicopter pilots ensued: to open

two slide-valves that would enable the water to drain out of the pond, in

pitch-black conditions in an area akin to a huge bathtub amidst very high

levels of radiation.

The onus fell on three “volunteers.” A. Ananenko, a 27-year-old

senior engineer from the second reactor unit knew where the valves were

located. He could open one and show another engineer, V. Bespalov,

where the second valve was located. B. Baranov, a shift supervisor at the

plant volunteered to hold the light. The initial attempt reportedly failed

because the men, who took radiation monitors and carried lamps, could

not reach the valves when the amount of water increased too rapidly

along one of the corridors. Subsequently, the men’s light failed and they

were forced to grope in the darkness until “by a miracle,” they found the

valves, which turned instantly, releasing the water. 15

If the major crisis had been averted, as Velikhov stated, the authorities

were, to say the least, fully occupied with decontamination work. To
cool down the reactor and to render the fourth generating unit as safe as

possible, cranes, bulldozers, drills and trucks were required in huge

quantities. Even while the bubbler pond was being emptied, for example,

two convoys of trucks had left the Iaroslavl Auto-Transport Association

carrying 700 tonnes of red lead for restoration work at the Chernobyl
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plant. 16 The means to avert a disaster were actually the cause of the most

pressing problem that arose, namely the churning up of dust by vehicle

wheels. “Every few minutes: trucks were bringing concrete to the

damaged reactor area and armoured personnel carriers were also oper-

ating constantly.” 17

The same situation was to be found in other areas of the 30-kilometre

zone. V.V. Vetchinin, Chairman of the Epidemiological Department of

the Ukrainian Ministry of Health, remarked in late June that the hot

weather had increased the amount of dust in the atmosphere, necessi-

tating “increased health and sanitary measures.” Contrary to popular

opinion, he stated, laboratory tests had proved that rainwater was not

dangerous, and that rainwater collected had not carried radioactive par-

ticles.
18 Because of the dust threat, signs were placed along the roadside

all the way from the nuclear plant to the start of the “clean zone,” warn-

ing drivers not to use the “hard shoulder” because they would churn up

the dust that had collected at the verge. 19

Vehicles leaving the disaster area had to undergo at least two “scrub-

bing downs,” the first approximately six kilometres from the reactor,

and the second at the zone border. Trucks coming from the “outside”

unloaded their cargo at the border without entering. In the city of

Chernobyl, the Voroshilovhrad section of the Ukrainian State Motor
Vehicle Inspectorate supervised the hosing down of streets, and a chemi-

cal defence brigade was occupied with washing the leaves on the trees

and the walls of apartment blocks. 20 Despite the use of unmanned
vehicles, armoured personnel carriers and the regular washing down of

every area, those involved in the clean-up gradually acquired high doses

of radiation during their work.

Soviet Deputy Premier, Ivan Silaiev, noted that the clean-up workers

gradually accumulated a dose of over 10 roentgens of radiation, at which
point they were obliged to leave the disaster zone and not permitted to re-

turn to work. He declared that the “international annual norm” of 25

roentgens could be attained in the Chernobyl zone in two or three

weeks. 21
In practice, these regulations were not always applied firmly.

This is clear from the following examples: on 6 June, Leonid Ilin, a

member of the USSR Academy of Sciences, reiterated Silaiev’ s remark

cited above that all workers were removed from the job when radiation

levels reached a high level, but now he set that level at 25, rather than 10

roentgens. 22 On 17 May 1986, Izvestiia carried a detailed account about

clean-up work, particularly at a trench located close to the damaged reac-

tor, where drill operators were carrying out “very dangerous work.” The
correspondent said that the radiation monitors at the entrance to the

showers indicated that everything was normal, but added the significant

qualification, “normal for the special zone, that is.” In short, then, at
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some point between 13 and 17 May, assuming the accuracy of the re-

ports, maximum radiation doses were raised for people working in the

danger zone.

On 5 June, a Ukrainian newspaper reported that although the fourth

reactor had been corked at the top, “radiation is still escaping from it.”

It was therefore possible to approach this area “only in armoured

vehicles.” People were working there, but were in covered vehicles with

an additional lead protection.
23 The report was then contradicted by the

Vremia newscast on Soviet television only two days later. Correspondent

V. Pisarevsky informed viewers that there was no longer any need for

special posts to arrange the transportation of workers in the armoured

cars to the nuclear plant, “one can drive up to the station’s administra-

tion and service unit in an ordinary car.” 24
It is possible that Pisarevsky

was trying to assure his audience that the radiation situation was improv-

ing, but on the face of things, workers again seem to have been exposed

to danger unnnecessarily.

Another example concerns a mishap that occurred a day or two after

the explosion, when firemen were pumping water out of the basin

beneath the reactor. Evidently a dump truck ran over a hose coupling and

firemen were hit by a fountain of gushing contaminated water. The

damaged hose was replaced but “the wet got through.” The firemen

were examined by doctors who found no major problems, but nonethe-

less ordered them home. The firemen evidently refused and were conse-

quently allowed to continue working. 25 One can commend the bravado,

but not the laxity of the doctors in allowing the injured to return to work.

The nature of the clean-up work entailed a considerable amount of self-

sacrifice, some of which— in view at least of the reportedly huge number
of volunteers from as far away as Siberia26— could have been avoided.

Before the end of May, work was under way to decontaminate the first

and second reactors of the Chernobyl station.
27 About fifty shift workers

were said to be on duty at the first three units in mid-May, excluding re-

pairmen. These units were shut down but were being closely

monitored. 28 A number of nuclear engineering specialists were at the

site, apparently in order to assess whether it would be possible to start up

the first two reactors in the immediate future, a sign that energy questions

remained uppermost in the minds of the authorities, even during a haz-

ardous clean-up operation. The specialists included V.K. Bronnikov, the

chief engineer at the Minsk nuclear power and heating plant; E.S.

Saakov, chief engineer with an association of the Ministry of Power and
Electrification of the USSR; T.G. Plokhy, formerly the deputy chief

engineer at Chernobyl who later moved to the Balakovo nuclear power

plant; and E.I. Ihnatenko, the deputy chief of the Soiuzatomenergo asso-

ciation. Silaiev foresaw the “rehabilitation of Chernobyl atomic power
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plant within a certain time,” albeit without the fourth unit.
29

The threat of dust was combatted by two principal methods. First,

helicopter pilots dropped a liquid synthetic rubber over the dusty areas

close to the fourth unit. The rubber evidently hardened when it came into

contact with the air to form a “reliable film” over the dust. Second, in

areas where radiation levels were somewhat lower, the decontamination

units used an absorbent liquid, reportedly similar to that used in making

polythene bags. The liquid was sprayed over the dusty areas, absorbing

the dust and subsequently cooling into a “film-like substance,” which

could be collected and taken to other areas for disposal. 30 Within the dis-

aster zone, on 20 May, the soil was overturned and sprayed with a disin-

fectant by helicopters. Equipped with three tanks, the helicopters were

reportedly capable of unleashing about 12,000 litres of liquid in five

minutes. This was the first of many substances applied to the soil. The
Soviets at this early stage seem to have decided that it might still be pos-

sible to maintain the land for agricultural use at some point in the fu-

ture.
31

By 25 May, Evgenii Velikhov, who was the chief scientist involved in

the clean-up operation, said that the main task confronting workers in the

zone was to “prevent groundwater contamination.” 32 Construction

workers at the fourth unit faced the immense task of intercepting un-

derground waters south of the reactor to prevent them from being con-

taminated. The main goal was to prevent “run-off water” from reaching

the Prypiat River, which flows into the Kiev Reservoir, the main water

supplier to the city of Kiev before the accident. The authorities therefore

began the construction of a 20-kilometre long embankment along the

Prypiat River to protect the water’s purity. 33

Although the rainwater may have been declared safe by a Soviet scien-

tist, the Soviet authorities, with justice, did not take this conclusion for

granted. They put into operation long-practiced methods for controlling

the environment, harnessed originally to try to ensure better weather for

Soviet harvests (not with outstanding success, it must be admitted).

Large AN-12 planes were used in the latter part of May to disperse the

clouds around Chernobyl and prevent the rainfall, which, it was feared,

not only might carry radioactive particles, but would wash contaminated

soil into the Prypiat River. Special “re-agents” or powder-like mixtures

were allegedly used for this purpose. 34 Evidently the measure was suc-

cessful, but the dry weather, as shown, led also to an increase in the

amount of dust.

The Chernobyl area, as part of the Polissian marshes, contains ex-

tensive areas of peat bogs. The has a high retention level of radioactive

particles, which intensified the threat to the water supply. Because of the

dry weather, however, a number of fires broke out in the peat bogs,
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which were said to be impeding work at the damaged reactor site in early

June 1986. 35 The marshland area runs northward into Belorussian terri-

tory, and it was in the latter area that one of the major crises in the after-

math of the Chernobyl disaster occurred.

As noted in the previous chapter, the town of Bragin, in Gomel oblast,

was not evacuated in the days after the accident, ostensibly because there

was simply nowhere to house its residents, all the available places having

been taken by evacuees from the areas bordering with Kiev oblast of the

Ukrainian SSR. Bragin is located about 50 kilometres north of the Cher-

nobyl nuclear power plant, and was thus well clear of the 30-kilometre

danger zone. Belorussia, however, had been in the direct path of the

radioactive cloud that was blown northwestward after the 26 April acci-

dent and evidently it was also affected by the wind in the days afterward.

The working group to “eliminate the accident’s consequences’’ in

Belorussia was headed by A. Petrov, Deputy Chairman of the Belorus-

sian Council of Ministers. Early in June, the group discovered an area of

high radiation outside the 30-kilometre zone. On the map of Gomel
oblast that was being used to delineate dangerous regions, they were

obliged to draw two lines: the first for the official 30-kilometre zone, and

the second for the real danger zone, “after on-site [radiation] measure-

ments had been taken.’’ The population in the latter area was instructed

not to consume food from the small private plots that each household was
allowed to cultivate outside the collective and state farm system. Water

supplies had to be hurriedly investigated: some wells were sealed, while

others were cleaned out thoroughly. New artesian wells were sunk, pub-

lic roads were asphalted and contiguous territory was covered with

plastic film. Agricultural workers were forced to wear breathing appara-

tus and hermetically sealed cabins were quickly prepared for tractors.
36

As noted above, the situation was serious enough in parts of Gomel
oblast to merit regular visits from the Belorussian First Party Secretary,

Sliunkov. For a period of time— it may been either one week or up to one

month— the population had been exposed to substantially higher levels of

radiation than hitherto believed. And the most serious threat was to the

7,000 residents of Bragin who had not been evacuated at the end of

April. In June, the Belorussian authorities decided belatedly to

decontaminate the town without removing its citizens. The situation was
made worst by the preponderance in the area of peat and sandy soils

known for their high level of retention of radioactive particles.

The entire town had to be scoured from top to bottom. Approximately

1,220 houses were cleansed, i.e., they were found to have been con-

taminated. Thousands of trees were felled (the leaves were irradiated),

sheds, garages and storehouses were cleaned or in some cases destroyed.

All 169 wells in the town had to be cleaned, and all food was brought in
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from the outside. Radioactive particles had fallen into streams, which

were irradiating garbage dumps and cow manure. The military were

called in to help resolve a desperate situation. The local population ap-

pears at times to have been quite oblivious of the danger, allowing cattle

to feed in ditches and cutting hay in proximity to signs warning people to

keep clear of the verges. 37

Late in May 1986, the Deputy Chief of the Sanitary-Epidemiological

Department of the Belorussian Ministry of Health, V.N. Buriak, was in-

terviewed in Selskaia gazeta. He reported that there had been a notice-

able increase in radiation levels in Bragin, Khoininki and Narovlian

raions, but that subsequently it had declined to a harmless level. Farm
work was therefore continuing, with workers using respirators and

changing their clothes constantly. As for dairy products and green vege-

tables, Buriak’ s attitude was casual. Products made from milk were said

to be completely safe, but more care was required with eggs. Green vege-

tables sold in stores were harmless, but home-grown vegetables should

be pickled. Within three weeks, said Buriak, all vegetables grown near

the Chernobyl station would be safe to eat. The remark can be compared

with other official comments that nothing should be eaten from the fields

around the reactor. Water, on the other hand, was unsafe in many areas,

according to the Belorussian official, because local residents had not

taken the precaution of sealing wells. But had they known about the ne-

cessity of such a step beforehand?38

An important proviso should be made concerning the Belorussian situ-

ation, which appears from reports to have been worse than in Ukrainian.

Such an assumption is unwarranted. The “hotspots” of high radiation

occurred also in Ukrainian territories outside the 30-kilometre zone.

There is evidence, for example, that a group of Latvians assisting in the

clean-up at Chernobyl were ordered to take precautionary measures such

as hosing down the camp every morning, even though the official danger

zone was 20 kilometres away. 39 The difference between the two Soviet

republics was essentially in the reporting. One can only speculate about

the reasons behind this, but reports from or about Belorussia were more

open and frank than those from Ukraine, and especially in the local

Ukrainian newspapers. The latter were reserved and usually carried opti-

mistic messages throughout the text testifying to the constant improve-

ment in the situation and the “significant” daily lowering of the radia-

tion levels. At the extreme, comments bordering on the ludicrous re-

sulted from this combination of warning and false optimism. Take, for

example, some of the statements made to a Ukrainian newspaper by the

Chairman of the Epidemiological Department of the republican Ministry

of Health:
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The radiation level has fallen significantly... but increased health and

sanitation measures are being taken.... Almost all garden produce may be

consumed without fear....Gardeners should avoid making dust, eat indoors

and wash their hands before meals. There is no problem with swimming in

the Dnieper, but if you go to the beach, out something underneath you.

Don’t lie on the bare sand .

40

Because of the nature of this reporting, Western observers, and un-

doubtedly Soviet citizens, were often puzzled by the turn of events. The
above official had emphasized that one could swim in the Dnieper, but

before long, the Soviet authorities declared that “the danger has risen of

radioactive particles getting into the Dnieper,’’ 41 thereby acknowledging

that the Dnieper was hardly a suitable area for swimming, as the health

official had stated. Not until July however, was a new pumping station

constructed to carry water to Kiev from the Desna River, a “reserve

water system.” 42 The Dnieper River, which supplies 80 per cent of the

water supply for the Ukrainian SSR, was no longer considered safe

enough to supply the citizens of Kiev. But had it been safe initially and

subsequently become contaminated? Or had it been affected initially by

the radiation cloud?

Special equipment was required for decontamination work, and much
of it had to be manufactured anew or transported from various parts of the

Soviet Union. Soviet reports that all areas of the Soviet Union assisted

those people at Chernobyl, which began to appear on a daily basis in

most newspapers after the first week of May and throughout June, were

accurate. Outside assistance, quite simply, was a necessity. If one con-

siders how much equipment arrived in the weeks after the disaster and in

the month of June, then it is clear that the task force encountered the

worst hazards in the first days, when radiation was at its highest and very

little equipment was available.

On 19 May, it was reported that a large remote-controlled bulldozer

had begun to operate in the clean-up work at the nuclear plant. It was
equipped with radio controls to replace the human operator in order to

clean away the debris “in areas where radiation levels are still too high

for humans.” It could be controlled from a car standing at a distance of

150 metres. A second bulldozer was said to be in preparation. 43 On 4
June, the Izhmash production association evidently sent a remote-

controlled transport robot to Chernobyl that had been built in five days
and was intended to work directly next to the disabled reactor.

44 Other
equipment destined for Chernobyl included 70 mobile four-kilowatt elec-

tric generators from Kaluga, telephone exchanges from Sverdlovsk “to
enable the completion of telephone links at settlements adjacent to the
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AES,” and mobile homes for the workers, manufactured in Novgorod. 45

The mobilizing of all resources to make work near the fourth unit safer il-

lustrated the magnitude of the ordeal: short shifts in areas of high

radioactivity at an incalculable cost to future health of the workers in-

volved. In early June, for example, a 1.4 kilometre road was completed

to the fourth reactor, presumably to facilitate transportation of materials

to the site. The maximum length of time that could be spent working on it

was said to be two hours. 46

By the second week of May, the Soviet authorities had decided to en-

tomb the damaged reactor inside a concrete shell or “oesophagus.” On
13 May, Ivan Emelianov, the Deputy Director of the Institute for Energy

Technology, informed foreign reporters in Moscow that the reactor

would have to be buried in concrete for hundreds of years, until all the

radioactive elements had decayed to a harmless level.
47 Four days later,

Ivan Silaiev appeared on Soviet television, and informed viewers that the

temperature of the reactor had now cooled down to 200- 250 degrees Cel-

sius. The main task ahead, he stated, was to create a sarcophagus, a huge

container that would enable the task force to bury all the radioactive fall-

out.
48

Initially, a tunnel was to be built of the sort used in underground rail-

ways, using the assistance of Soviet coal miners. The Minister of the

Coal Industry of the USSR, M.I. Shchadov, arrived at the accident site,

along with the Ukrainian Coal Minister N. Surgai and a team of 388

miners, made up of 234 from the Donetsk coal basin and 154 from the

Moscow Basin. 49 Their goal was to construct a tunnel of 160 metres from

the third reactor to the damaged reactor, in order to install a 30-metre

square concrete slab underneath the damaged reactor. Shchadov ex-

plained that not only was this a “huge and complicated task” in itself,

but that matters would be made worse because of the waterlogged sand

that the miners would have to dig through. Shchadov’ s prognostications

resembled a Soviet plan commitment. The estimated time we will need,

he remarked on Radio Moscow is 45 days, but because of the urgency we
have been assigned only 30 days. He and the miners, however, had

pledged to complete the task in only 25 days. 50

To assist the coal miners, 200 Kiev metro-builders were dispatched to

the site, to be followed by other workers considered by the authorities to

have relevant experience: Moscow metro-builders, drilling and tunneling

specialists, surveyors from Kharkiv, Gorky, Kuibyshev and Dniprope-

trovsk, and workers from the Baikal-Amur railroad. 51 While the miners

drilled their way slowly toward the reactor, other workers attempted to

control the temperature of the area below the concrete shield under the

reactor, “to ensure reliable supervision of the miners’ work below.” 52

Once the miners had completed their tunnel, an “extra cushion” was to
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be built under the shield with a “powerful cooling system” fitted directly

into the reinforced concrete.

In Soviet reports, the task was compared to traditional work at Soviet

coal mines, at which, it was said, work was also hazardous. 53 In reality,

the difficult conditions at Soviet underground coal mines notwithstand-

ing, there was no comparison between the two. At Chernobyl, the miners

worked in three-hour shifts, shuffling forward at a rate of some sixty cen-

timetres an hour. The rates were measured less in centimetres, however,

than in terms of the reinforcement rings that were put in place to line the

sand along the underground passage. Each ring took about 15 minutes to

put in place.
54

Toward the end of the tunnel, the miners suddenly began to cover

greater distances. On 19 May, Radio Moscow announced that the current

rate of 14- 15 metres of tunnelling each day was double the record at-

tained underground under “normal conditions.” One newspaper stated

almost a week later, however, that “dozens of metres” remained to the

fourth reactor, 55 implying that the coal miners might not attain their

scheduled progress. Yet two days later, the tunnel was completed, well

ahead of schedule. 56
It had taken only 10 of the 25 days anticipated by

Shchadov. What had occurred in the interim? Had reinforcements ar-

rived? The questions are important in view of the fact that workers in-

volved were incurring radiation doses of up to 3-4 roentgens per hour. If

one applies the maximum standard of 10 roentgens, which was used ini-

tially for workers at the accident site, then even the allotted three hours

may have exceeded the maximum norms. Yet even when records were

being set earlier in the work, it had still fallen behind schedule. So how it

was completed so quickly?

One reason may have been that the authorities exceeded the maximum
working norms for a zone of high radiation. The miners, it is reported,

worked in eight shifts of three hours a day. V.A. Brezhnev, the Minister

of Transport Construction of the USSR, who was at the site organizing

the transport, said that at the trench marking the tunnel entrance (at

which the drilling began), the maximum time limit for work was five

hours. The ten-minute trip from his headquarters to the trench (which

was by the third reactor, it should be recalled, 160 metres from the

damaged reactor), “was fraught with danger.” 57 The drilling operators,

then, according to the information of a Soviet official, were incurring

double the maximum daily dose of radiation, even if one assumes that

each shift worked only the one day and was subsequently replaced.

Work in the administration building may have been safer, but being

also relatively close to the fourth unit, it was not as safe as being in

Chernobyl itself, or Bragin, for example. Yet here, the working time was
extended to twelve hours, during which, according to a duty office work-
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ing for the Ministry of Transport Construction, “we sometimes have to

go to the [accident] site too.” 58 In short, then, the time limits imposed

for working in hazardous conditions were not imposed rigidly. The main

goal was to reduce the danger that existed from the reactor; essentially

the safety of those working at the site was a sedondary concern. It can be

argued that the safety of the Soviet population as a whole was at stake,

but this should not detract from the highly dangerous and excessively

long hours of work being accumulated by the task force workers.

Soviet reports have maintained that none of the “tomb workers” have

suffered any ill effects from their work, a comment that is surely prema-

ture. There is evidence to suggest that many of the workers themselves

were neither volunteers, nor happy with their situation. The Latvian

newspaper Cina, for example, noted that the workers assigned to

Chernobyl were simply selected from lists of military reservists, and ex-

perienced apprehension as they were transported to Ukraine. Their camp
was said to be a grim place, in which “nobody smiles.” 59 Some of the

miners— and the implication is that they were from the Moscow Basin—
had been “expelled” from the area for anti-social behaviour, most likely

for alcohol consumption, which was not permitted at Chernobyl. 60 This

can also be taken as a sign of the tension under which the miners were

working.

Early in June, the main underground tasks were completed. Pipes were

fitted to the tunnel, along which cement could be poured under and

around the fourth reactor. Army sappers were used to blast openings on

three walls of the ventilation shafts, having carried out experimental

blasts on concrete walls “at a safe place,” to ensure that the ruined reac-

tor set would not be shaken. 61 Liquid nitrogen had previously been

pumped underneath the reactor to reduce its temperature further. After 1

June, the major task was to continue constructing the sarcophagus below

the reactor, entombing it for posterity as a high-level waste, and a monu-
ment to the Chernobyl disaster.

The main drama of the Chernobyl disaster had ended. Over a period of

five weeks, the chances of a much worse disaster had been eliminated.

Decontamination work continued, however, and thousands of people

were uprooted from their homes with little prospect of an early return.

The political and economic repercussions of the Chernobyl accident were

only now beginning to be felt.

The Political Consequences of Chernobyl

There are two political aspects of the Chernobyl disaster that should be

considered. One concerns what might be termed a high-level political
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dispute between Moscow and Ukrainian officials. The second, which is

more clear-cut, encompassses dismissals as a result of the accident. If the

accident was to be blamed mainly on human error, as early Soviet ac-

counts suggested, then some dismissals were inevitable. On the other

hand, the fault could have been laid on technology or defective equip-

ment, which had been a problem in the past. To take this course, how-

ever, would have jeopardized the industry’s future, since it would have

implied that other Soviet plants were equally dangerous.

It is clear that there were some differences between regional and Mos-

cow officials in the first days after the accident. E.I. Ihnatenko, the

Deputy Chief of the all-Union Soiuzatomenergo , stated that when he

flew to the accident site from Moscow on 26 April, “he had never real-

ized that the situation was so serious.” 62 Valentin Falin, the Director of

Novosti news agency, informed the West German magazine Der Spiegel

that Gorbachev had not received a detailed report on the Chernobyl disas-

ter until two days after the accident. The first reports given to Moscow,
Falin maintained, were incomplete and “turned out to be incorrect.

” 63

Further, after Ligachev and Ryzhkov had visited the site on 2 May, ad-

ditional measures were taken by the CC CPSU Politburo, implying that

those that had been adopted at the local level previously were inade-

quate. 64
In Chapter One, it was shown that Liashko appeared to resist this

line of argument by stating that initially there did not seem to be great

cause for alarm. In mid-May, Pravda also joined in the discussion,

criticizing the delays in the releasing of information about the disaster,

“which contributed to people’s concern.” The main lesson to be

learned, it concluded, “was that it is necessary to trust people.” 65 The
complaints about the paucity of information were again directed

ostensibly at local officials.

And yet, various circles in Moscow were aware from the first of the

import of the accident. At a press conference in Moscow on 19 May,
Emelianov stated that the Government Commission appointed by the

Soviet government began its work on the day of the accident, i.e., 26

April, a full two days before any announcement was made about the acci-

dent. 66 This implies that the delay in reporting emanated from Moscow
rather than Ukraine. Also, health officials were dispatched to Poland,

helicopter teams were ordered to fly to Prypiat, and the head of Mos-
cow’s Hospital No. 6, Guskova, was notified on the same day as the ac-

cident and sent out a team of medical workers. Viktor Sydorenko, the

First Deputy Chairman of the USSR Committee for Safety in the Nuclear

Industry, also said that the information “with requests for an emergency
team” was received in the early hours of the Saturday morning, after

which senior officials of the Committee had at once left for Chernobyl

.

67

These factors all point to one conclusion: the Moscow authorities
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knew that a major catastrophe had occurred, but chose to lay the blame

on regional authorities for the delays in reporting the accident and in tak-

ing adequate precautions. As far as the USSR’s international standing

was concerned, this was an expedient manoeuvre. The Moscow author-

ities could claim that they were not fully aware of the scale of the acci-

dent at Chernobyl. The policy had some obvious flaws, however. As a

Western analyst wrote, it was “stretching the point a bit to suggest that

Kiev could not or would not reach Moscow by telephone.’’ 68

Some Western writers felt that the logical reasoning behind Moscow’s
policy was to use Chernobyl as an excuse to conduct a purge of the

Ukrainian party leaders. They wrote that the Ukrainian First Party Secre-

tary’s job was on the line, that Shcherbytsky, the last relic of the

Brezhnev years, who had somehow survived the Ukrainian Party Con-

gress of March 1986, would now be made the scapegoat for Chernobyl.

This deduction was based on some dubious assumptions about the

Ukrainian party chief’s alienation from the Gorbachev regime, and about

the way the Soviet system works. 69 Whether or not Shcherbytsky is even-

tually removed, and whether or not that removal is related to the events

surrounding Chernobyl, there is little concrete evidence that he has ever

been in disfavour since Gorbachev became General Secretary, or that his

fall is inevitable in the long-term because he was reputedly an ally of the

late Brezhnev.

Following his visit to the damaged fourth reactor site with Ligachev,

Ryzhkov and Revenko, Shcherbytsky fuelled speculation about his posi-

tion simply by his absence from the danger zone in subsequent days and

his infrequent comments about Chernobyl, which he left largely to

Revenko. Although Shcherbytsky had visited evacuees rehoused in

Borodiansky and Makariv raions, according to a report of 20 May, 70
little

appeared about him in the press for the next six weeks. Then on 1 July,

he and the Ukrainian premier, Liashko, visited the plant site and several

areas of the Chernobyl, Poliske, Ivankiv and Borodiansky raions that had

taken in evacuees. Revenko and the head of the Kiev oblast executive

committee, I.S. Pliushch, also took part.
71 In Chernobyl, Shcherbytsky

met with V.K. Gusev, who had replaced Borys Shcherbyna as the head

of the government commission investigating the accident. 72 On 11 July,

a Plenum of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Ukraine

was convened in Kiev to discuss Chernobyl and specifically its impact on

energy and other sectors of the economy. Shcherbytsky was the main

speaker. 73 Evidently, he had either survived the disaster or, as seems

more probable, he had never been in any serious danger of losing his pos-

ition in the first place.

At the same time, the authorities in Moscow clearly had given thern-

selves the scope to carry out dismissals among the Ukrainian party
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hierarchy. They emphasized on various occasions that the Ukrainian

party personnel had misjudged the situation, and that many of the early

problems might have been eliminated had the proper steps been taken

from the first. The timing of dismissals in the USSR is always imprecise,

however. The case can be cited of the Ukrainian steel minister, Dmytrii

Halkin, who has been hounded for an inept performance in the republi-

can steel industry for over two years, receiving reprimands in the pro-

cess. He has, however, retained his position in the face of disastrous out-

put returns, and was even awarded the Order of the October Revolution

on the occasion of his sixtieth birthday early in 1986. 74 Removal of offi-

cials in the USSR rarely follows a logical pattern and making predictions

is therefore often risky.

One can posit that the likely target for the Moscow authorities was the

Kiev oblast First Party Secretary, Hryhorii Revenko, but he had been ap-

pointed to his post only in November 1985, 75 and the Soviet authorities

may have been unwilling to replace a recent appointee. Only at the

lowest levels of the party structure— at Prypiat and areas of Chernobyl

raion—were dismissals made. The impact upon the Ukrainian party in

the first months of the accident was therefore negligible. Prominent party

leaders were thrust “into the firing line,” but no shots were fired.

For local plant officials, however, there was no leniency. On 12 May,
Pravda announced the dismissals of three party members who worked at

the nuclear plant: O. Shapoval, O. Sichkarenko and O. Hubskii. A few

days later, it was revealed that Halyna Lupyi, the head of a Komsomol
organization at the station, had “run away” when the accident happened

and could not be located for nine days. Evidently she returned only after

a telegram had been sent to the home of her parents. The deputy head of

the youth section of a construction division, Iurii Zahalsky, had also re-

portedly “shirked his duties” and spent the post-accident days “attend-

ing to his personal affairs.” Zahalsky was fired from his job. 76

It was revealed in subsequent comments that some of the plant offi-

cials had not merely failed a unique test, which was probably correct, but

should not even have been allowed to become members of the Commu-
nist Party in the first place . Revenko was quoted in the weekly Ogoniek :

A sharp examination of each individual is being carried out. We have al-

ready got rid of a few people, including people in leadership positions.

They have parted with their party tickets, these people got into the party by

chance, and they couldn’t even withstand the first test .

77

How had these officials failed their test? In the first place, many had

panicked. The “shirking of duties” that was cited in the cases of

Shapoval and Zahalsky may have implied simply fleeing from the scene.
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a sign that the problems of discipline in the local party organization dis-

cussed in Pravda during the previous summer had not been eliminated.

There are several indications that many party members abandoned the

area as soon as the scale of the disaster became known. Sovetskaia

kultura noted in late May that one party member at the plant had fled to

Odessa after the accident. Slava Staroshchuk sent his fellow workers a

telegram asking them to send the money that they owed him. 78

When the Prypiat urban party committee moved back to Chernobyl

from Poliske in June, it reported that 177 party members had gone miss-

ing.
79 Two weeks later, Pravda stated that “Because of defects in orga-

nization and training, to this day a portion of the workers is to be found

on the run. Indeed, among them are shift supervisors and senior oper-

ators.” 80 The extent of the panic was hinted at in a comment by Novosti

in late May 1986 that “There was a danger of scaring people into panic

which could result [sic] from misinterpreted excessive information.” 81

Emelianov also told an interviewer from the Italian Communist Party

newspaper Unita that the authorities had decided to release a “selective

form of information” about the accident in order to forestall outbreaks of

panic. 82

Although the Ukrainian party did not suffer greatly as a result of the

Chernobyl accident, the same cannot be said of various ministries, or

those officials at the Chernobyl fourth unit who were occupying positions

of responsibility at the time the explosion occurred. The initial target was

the USSR Ministry of Power and Electrification, which not only was re-

sponsible for the Soviet nuclear power industry as part of the overall en-

ergy sphere, but also was assigned numerous tasks in the clean-up oper-

ation, such as receiving and accommodating those arriving in the zone,

and organizing catering, consumer and medical services for them.

The ministry was held responsible for the chaotic situation that

emerged after the accident as well as for the event itself. The party

leaders of Prypiat and Chernobyl raion soon began to complain about

ministry officials who were reportedly doing little about decontaminating

the town of Chernobyl. Plans for the work, it was reported, were at the

raion executive committee’s headquarters. The ministry had been in-

formed of this, but had not responded. According to N. Stepanenko, the

Deputy Chairman of the Kiev oblast executive committee, the ministry’s

officials were essentially “passing the buck,” and spending an inor-

dinate amount of time in discussions, “during which selfish attitudes

manifest themselves.” The general feeling among local party officials

was that the Ministry of Power and Electrification of the USSR— rather

than its Ukrainian branch, it should be emphasized—showed a lack of in-

terest in people’s housing, domestic living conditions and food. 83

It soon became clear the the Ministry of Power and Electrification was
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also to pay a price for the disaster itself, although it was easier for the au-

thorities to apportion blame for failings in an area that virtually ensured

problems, namely supervision of the clean-up operation. On 20 July

1986, the Politburo of the CC CPSU issued a statement about the Cher-

nobyl accident, which announced the dismissal of the First Deputy Min-

ister, G. Shasharin, and gave a severe warning to the Power Minister, A.

Maiorets, who “deserved” to be relieved of his duties in view of the se-

rious defects permitted in the supervision over the nuclear plant, but was

being let off with a severe reprimand in view of his short-term of office

(one year).
84

Along with the State Committee for Safety in the Nuclear Power In-

dustry, the Ministry of Power and Electrification was declared by the

Politburo to have been guilty of gross negligence and “a lack of control”

over the nuclear plant. Neither had taken proper steps, it was alleged, to

comply with safety regulations, or to stop the breaches of discipline and

operating rules. The nuclear power industry was assigned to a newly es-

tablished Ministry of Atomic Power Engineering, the report continued.

Evgenii Kulov, who had been appointed head of the newly formed Safety

Committee only in August 1983 (see Chapter Five), also lost his job on

20 July, along with a Deputy Minister of Medium Machine-Building,

and Emelianov, who had been one of the main Soviet spokesmen com-
menting on the disaster almost up to the day of his removal from office.

Along with officials of ministries, the leaders of the Chernobyl plant

were severely disciplined and, moreover, held largely responsible for the

apparent underestimation of the extent of the accident at the outset. At a

meeting of Kiev oblast party committee in June, the station’s Director,

V. Briukhanov, and Chief Engineer, N. Fomin, were dismissed for their

failure “to assess correctly what had occurred and to take adequate

measures to organize efficient work in all areas to eliminate the conse-

quences of the accident.” They had exhibited “irresponsibility and mis-

management,” declared Pravda .

85

Blame was also apportioned on other plant leaders. One Deputy Direc-

tor, R. Soloviev, had abandoned his post “at the most difficult mo-
ment,” while two other Deputy Directors, I. Tsarenko and V. Hundar,

had also reportedly failed to carry out their duties. The work of the sta-

tion’s trade union was also declared to have been inadequate. E. Poz-

dyshev was appointed as the new Director of the Chernobyl plant, 86 but

the other positions were not filled at that time. Subsequently, both Briuk-

hanov (20 July) and Fomin (31 July) were also expelled from the party. 87

Following the extensive criticisms of the Chernobyl nuclear power
plant in the Soviet press, it cannot be denied that there were some serious

management problems there. At the same time, officials such as Fomin
had been allowed to make various claims about the safety of the station

171



CHERNOBYL AND NUCLEAR POWER IN THE USSR

on Radio Kiev ,
in Soviet Life and elsewhere. Fomin and Briukhanov were

in clearly not in danger of losing their jobs before the disaster.

Can one say that they were scapegoats? Certainly one can say that

many of the problems that had arisen at Chernobyl were a result of party

policy rather than of petty officials. The rapid expansion of the Cherno-

byl plant was pushed through, for example, without adequate quality

control in accordance with CPSU’s decision to expand the nuclear power
industry, with Ukraine as the key area, and Chernobyl as the republic’s

largest station. The dilemmas at Chernobyl, then, cannot be divorced

from party politics. Yet Soviet statements carefully avoided any criticism

of party policy in the nuclear industry. The accident also was not an

event that occurred solely because of the incompetence of the plant’s of-

ficials. The main question therefore is whether the disaster was a direct

or indirect consequence of the Soviet nuclear energy policy.

The Future

The long-term impact of the Chernobyl disaster on Soviet agriculture

is not likely to be substantial in terms of the overall Ukrainian harvest, as

the raion is not a major grain-growing region of Ukraine. But given the

network of rivers that connect the zone to grain-growing regions, a key

concern was radioactive pollution of these rivers. A virtual “dead zone’’

was anticipated by some Western observers. Evgeni i Velikhov had stated

frankly during an interview on ABC’s “Meet the Press” programme that

agricultural cultivation within the 30-kilometre zone was out of the ques-

tion.
88 Many in the West drew the same conclusion: the Chernobyl raion

would barely affect Ukraine’s agricultural output, but the land could not

be used for farming in the future, were the area to be repopulated.

Generally, the Soviet authorities did not share Velikhov’s assessment.

Emphasis was placed on the “normalization” of the 30-kilometre zone

and those villages bordering on this zone. Indeed the local party officials

did not delay the return of evacuees to their homes as soon as it was

deemed possible. Areas were reportedly totally decontaminated and then

resettled, even while in areas further to the north, later evacuations oc-

curred. In brief, the Soviets made a hasty decision in some cases to return

families to their homes and even to resume farming, at the beginning of

June, barely five weeks after the disaster.

For example, on 3 June, A. Shchekin, the chairman of the Chernobyl

raion executive committee, announced that as the radiation level had fal-

len in several areas of the raion, it had been decided to send some
evacuees back to the villages of Zamoshnia, Bychky and Hlynka. These

consisted of 260 families that had been employed at a state farm and a
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collective farm, but rehoused temporarily in Borodiansky raion. A depot

was being established at a nearby collective farm to prepare equipment

“which will be used to plough the land.’’
89 The three villages are all lo-

cated in the southwestern part of Chernobyl raion on the very fringe of

the 30-kilometre zone, but this hardly detracts from the surprising an-

nouncement so soon after the statement of a prominent scientist like

Velikhov.

Other Soviet officials expressed optimism that the region had an agri-

cultural future. Two days after the statement concerning the return of the

evacuees, Iu. A. Izrael appeared at a Moscow conference, and responded

confidently to a question from a Japanese newspaper: are there any zones

that have become unfit for human life for a long-term period or even for

ever?

This is a very serious question...we are studying the situation, especially

the isotopic composition. I can say that an absolute majority of the con-

taminated area will be restored to the economy, people will return there.

But it is possible that some small area will be subject to further study.
90

No future “dead zone’’ was foreseen, therefore.

On 19 June, TASS announced that farming had resumed on six farms

near the damaged reactor, after experts had first checked the fields.

Potatoes and fodder were to be grown, and the farmers were to be rotated

at ten-day periods. In some areas, layers of topsoil had been removed to

reduce the danger of radiation. Early in July, Radio Moscow stated that

evacuees had returned to the villages of Nivetske and Cheremoshna, in

the eastern part of Poliske raion, just within the 30-kilometre zone. The
returning villagers “immediately got on with farming work’’ at the large

collective farm Svitanok, which had 10,000 head of cattle.
91

Finally in Belorussia, seven villages were decontaminated and de-

clared suitable for human habitation by 9 July.
92 One could gain an im-

pression from the above statements that it is simply a question of time be-

fore the entire region is reinhabited and all the evacuees returned. Yet as

at other stages of the Chernobyl episode, the Soviet reports have en-

couraged false hopes about the overall situation. The above villages were

neither representative of the danger zone, nor carrying out farming ac-

cording to what one can term “normal practices.’’ Because of the con-

tinuing hot weather in the region, ploughing was a highly dangerous

undertaking. And how could a crop that had been contaminated be

harvested?

Plainly, the vast majority of evacuees have little prospect of returning

to their homes in the near future, and those that have been sent home face

a very uncertain future. Hermetically sealed tractors were being prepared
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for use on farms within the zone during July 1986, but, as Sovetskaia

Rossiia pointed out, the wheat in the fields around the fourth reactor was

contaminated and unfit for use, and the crops in the 30-kilometre zone

had been irradiated and could not be harvested. Scientists had to resolve

the problem of the removal of the longer-living radioactive elements

from the soil.
93

Shortly after the evacuation, the authorities organized the preparation

of winter homes for the evacuees, which suggests a more realistic ap-

proach to the future. Builders from various parts of Ukraine were given

the task of constructing 7,250 new homes in several villages of Kiev

oblast by October, in addition to extending about 6,000 of the houses

that were accommodating evacuees. The first 150 of these homes were

ready for habitation near the village of Lodvynyvka, Makariv raion, by 2

August. 94 A virtually “new village” was built for evacuees at the south-

ern end of the village of Nebrat, Borodiansky raion.
95 According to

Izvestiia, every family evacuated from the 30-kilometre zone was to re-

ceive a separate house or apartment before winter, and 4,000 houses

were to be built in the northern part of the Gomel region by 1 October.

The reason behind this plan was said to be economic: the northern part of

Gomel oblast was an area of labour shortage. 96

In the Prypiat area, tourist boats were to be used to house those work-

ers manning the first and second units in the autumn of 1986. The boats

were taken off their regular routes and brought up the Prypiat River via

the Dnieper River. Between May and August, workers in the vicinity had

been placed either in the Lesnaia Polnaia sanatorium, which was some
distance from Prypiat, or the Kazkoyi young pioneer camp, which was

reportedly overflowing with up to three times as many personnel than it

had been designed for.
97

A more permanent abode for construction and nuclear power plant

workers was needed urgently, however. Using the resources of the entire

republic, a new town for 10,000 residents was being built on the bank of

the Kiev Reservoir in July 1986. Called Zelenyi Mys (Green Cape), it

was to be built as a miniature Prypiat, but consist entirely of men. Their

families were to be housed in Kiev or Chemihiv, while the menfolk were

to work 10- 15-day shifts at the Chernobyl nuclear plant, and return to

their families at intervals. In August 1986, a number of prominent offi-

cials toured the site of the new town, including Secretary of the Commu-
nist Party of Ukraine, B.V. Kachura, on 7 August; and Soviet Prime

Minister, N.I. Ryzhkov and Chairman of the Committee for State

Security of the USSR (KGB), V.M. Chebrikov, on 8-9 August. 98 Thus

the nuclear plant zone was to be reinhabited, even if Prypiat itself was to

remain a ghost town.

But the Soviets faced a seemingly impossible task to try to bring a
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defunct area back into agricultural production, and moreover, a region

that was hardly essential to Ukrainian agriculture. Other than giving

Soviet citizens an impression that some sort of normality had returned to

the zone, one can only hazard guesses as to why they would move
evacuees back into the dangerous zone, where irradiated crops lay unhar-

vested, and where the future of the region was by no means clear. Pos-

sibly the overcrowding in temporary homes had made life unbearable for

the evacuees and their hosts.

One thing is clear, however. The Chernobyl nuclear power plant was

to be reactivated without delay, with the exception of the buried fourth

reactor. If the area had been declared a “dead zone,” then the future of

the giant nuclear plant would have been in grave doubt. The importance

of Chernobyl to the republic’s nuclear industry can hardly be over-

emphasized. At the time of the accident about 45 per cent of Ukraine’s

nuclear-generated electricity stemmed from the station. Even without the

fourth reactor, the fifth and sixth units were close to completion at the

time of the disaster. It was not surprising therefore that statements were

made by the party secretary in Prypiat, Oleksander Domaniuk, and others

less than six weeks after the catastrophe that the first two Chernobyl reac-

tors would be back in operation by October." As far as the nuclear pro-

gramme was concerned, Chernobyl had evidently changed nothing.

The impact of the disaster on the production of electricity was more

significant than that on agriculture, in the short term. All the Chernobyl

reactors had been shut down. Once the plant had been reactivated, how-

ever, the impact of losing the fourth reactor was negligible. To the

Soviets, the more important concern was that Chernobyl might imperil

an ambitious development programme. In mid-May, the Hungarian au-

thorities stated that as a result of the accident, the amount of electric

power supplied to Hungary by the USSR had declined by 1.5 per cent for

the second week of the month, but that by the end of the year, the USSR
would catch up on the shortfall.

100 Implicit in the statement is the premise

that one of the new reactors coming on-line in Ukraine in 1986 could

make up this deficit— most likely the Rovno plant’s third reactor (autumn

1986) or the Zaporizhzhia station’s third reactor (late 1986). As for

domestic consumption, the large Trypilska hydroelectric power station

near Kiev evidently compensated for much of the loss of power brought

about by the complete shutdown of the Chernobyl station.
101

After the disaster, prominent Soviet officials asserted their faith in the

future of the Soviet nuclear industry. It was as though Chernobyl had

released a surge of support for the industry in the face of mounting

domestic and East European criticism (Western comments were less im-

portant in their eyes). Moreover, official statements changed noticeably

in tone in May and June 1986, from cautious support for the industry to a
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more confident attitude, and finally, to a swaggering bravado that was

quite astonishing in view of what had happened at Chernobyl. In late

May, Viktor Sydorenko of the State Nuclear Safety Committee adopted

the guarded approach:

The accident will affect the nuclear industry substantially in some areas.

But Soviet experts believe that the Chernobyl accident cannot and should

not change the strategy of the nuclear industry. Proper lessons will be

drawn, however bitter they might prove, and we will continue to advance.

Progress cannot be stopped. 102

One week later, V.A. Legasov, a Deputy Director of the Kurchatov

Atomic Energy Institute of the Academy of Sciences of the USSR and a

member of the presidium of the academy, was informed by a Pravda cor-

respondent that letters opposing nuclear energy had been received by the

newspaper. He defended an industry that was, he felt, essential to the fu-

ture of civilization:

I am profoundly convinced that atomic energy stations are the pinnacle of

achievement of power generation.... Nuclear energy sources are the begin-

ning of a new phase in the development of civilization. They are not only

economically advantageous compared to thermal stations in normal use

and not only cleaner ecologically, but are the preparatory basis for the next

technological leap. The future of civilization is inconceivable without the

peaceful utilization of nuclear power. The likelihood of accidents is less

than in unsophisticated systems, but if something does happen, the conse-

quences are on a larger scale and harder to eliminate.... But an accident

thought unlikely did happen, and we must learn a technical, organizational

and psychological lesson. People have been killed, but I am convinced that

nuclear power will come out of this test even more reliable.
103

Legasov’s statement would have had serious repercussions had it been

made in Western European countries, which were having doubts about

the future of domestic nuclear industries after Chernobyl. It is unlikely

that such a forthright statement, exhibiting unassuaged faith in the future

of an industry after the worst disaster in its history could even have been

attempted in most East European countries. Yet Legasov was assuring

Soviet citizens, through their major newspaper, that not only would the

industry continue in the future, but that it was the only route for the fu-

ture, the one area from which a technological leap could be made. The

day after his comments appeared in Pravda , E. Chazov reported that two

more victims of the accident had died, bringing the death toll to 25, while

Iliin said that 30 victims remained in critical condition. But economic is-
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sues were uppermost in the minds of the authorities.

Was there an alternative for the Soviet authorities? There was a body

of opinion in the USSR that supported a revitalized coal or oil industry

and the curtailing or reduction of emphasis on nuclear power at some

point in the future. A.M. Petrosiants, the Chairman of the USSR State

Committee for the Utilization of Atomic Energy was asked a similar

question at a Moscow press conference. He maintained that the twentieth

century was the era of exhaustion or approaching exhaustion of organic

types of fuel. Of oil, gas and coal, only the latter had a long future, but

200,000 waggons of coal would be needed simply to match the output in

kilowatt hours of the Leningrad nuclear power plant in a single year.
104

Coal, then, was feasible but impractical, although it has been noted ear-

lier that the coal industry has its share of problems.

On 18 June 1986, Soviet Premier Nikolai Ryzhkov presented the

Twelfth Five-Year Plan for 1986-90 to the USSR Supreme Soviet for

approval. The output foreseen for nuclear power, at 390 billion kilowatt

hours by 1990, had not been reduced from the target foreseen by the

Twenty-Seventh Party Congress in March 1986. Moreover, Ryzhkov’s

speech gave no hint that plans had been affected by the accident at

Chernobyl, and in fact he stressed that the “growth of atomic energy’’

would play a larger role in fulfilling the need for electric power in the

years ahead. 105 In fact, increased production of electricity is essential to

Gorbachev’s plans for the “scientific-technological acceleration’’ of the

Soviet economy that has formed the basis for development in the years

ahead.

Evidently, the Soviet leaders can perceive no alternative to nuclear

power. This in itself should not draw criticism. The safety record of the

industry throughout the world, even after Chernobyl, is superior to that

of its rivals in the organic fuels. What is questionable in the Soviet case is

the apparent reluctance to raise questions in any depth about the plans for

the future: its geographical development; the various problems that have

occurred at most Soviet nuclear power plants in the recent past; the lack

of qualification of many workers at nuclear sites; and the way in which

the industry is organized (the new ministry notwithstanding). Above all,

there was no attempt to reduce or even discuss the plans for nuclear

power’s rapid future development in the face of a major catastrophe.

Only in the area of safety have certain concessions been made to the

International Atomic Energy Agency. Here, however, the amount of su-

pervisory power that is to be allotted to the IAEA remains unclear. More-

over, since the traditional role of the IAEA has been to monitor nuclear

plants to ensure that they are not being used for the manufacture of

nuclear weapons, the involvement of the UN body was not unwelcome to

the Soviets. The entire issue was linked with Mikhail Gorbachev’s decla-
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ration that the Super-Powers should remove all nuclear weapons from the

earth by the year 2000. Questions about safety and about the political fu-

ture have been enjoined. There may be genuine reasons why the Soviet

Union has begun to co-operate more closely with the IAEA, such as

safety issues. But this co-operation, it should be emphasized, also makes
sound political sense.

On 14 May, Gorbachev made a televised speech to the Soviet people

concerning Chernobyl. He revealed that he was in favour of an “interna-

tional mechanism” for the safe development of nuclear energy, which

would include a system to warn other countries immediately in the event

of an accident, particularly one regarding the release of radioactive mate-

rials. This apparent concession to those angered by Soviet silence about

the accident was, however, accompanied by another political ploy: in the

light of the Chernobyl disaster, said Gorbachev, “the Soviet Union has

decided to extend its unilateral nuclear test moratorium to 6 August, the

forty-first anniversary of Hiroshima.” 106

If Gorbachev had not made the connection between Chernobyl and

Hiroshima clear enough. Radio Moscow elaborated further in a broadcast

to North American listeners two days later, when Vladislav Koziakov

was interviewed:

Interviewer : Is there any connection between the Chernobyl accident and

the Soviet decision to extend its moratorium?

Koziakov. Most certainly. Moscow calls on Washington to look at the

nuclear test ban more seriously now that the Chernobyl accident has shown

once again what would happen to humanity in the case of a nuclear war.

What sort of “international mechanism” did Gorbachev have in mind?

Boris Semenov felt that the USSR would support an international agree-

ment for emergency help in the case of a nuclear accident, but not a bind-

ing agreement on safety standards for nuclear plants. Thus although the

IAEA was to be encouraged to develop international guidelines, the ac-

tual implementation of these rules, in the Soviet view, should be left to

the individual states.
107 The role of the IAEA was to be enhanced

slightly, but it would have no binding role over any country, just as it had

lacked such a role in the past. The stature of the IAEA grew considerably

after the highly publicized visit of Hans Blix to the damaged reactor. But

this did not signify that it was to have any genuine authority over the

nuclear industry in the future.

After Chernobyl, the IAEA, which has 112 member states that rarely

reach instant agreement on any issue, held meetings in May and June and

put forward proposals for a modest increase in spending on safety at

nuclear power plants, in addition to stressing the importance of interna-
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tional co-operation in the area of reliability and safety of atomic power

plants (the latter represents virtually a perennial rather than a new

proposal). The Soviet representative to the IAEA board, Boris Semenov,

agreed to present a detailed account of the Chernobyl disaster to the

IAEA in late August 1986. 108 The low-budget UN organization was

therefore designated as the international medium for the future discussion

of the accident.

Gorbachev and others subsequently repeated calls for an international

system of safety measures. One such message was delivered verbally on

Gorbachev’s behalf to the UN Secretary General, Javier Perez de Cuel-

lar, in New York City by the Soviet ambassador lurii Dubinin in June.

Gorbachev maintained that the IAEA and other international agencies

should support attempts to develop new reactors with better safety fea-

tures.
109 In July 1986, this line was developed further by Mikhail Ryz-

hov, another member of the Soviet delegation to the IAEA, who stated

that the USSR supported the creation of a “safe nuclear reactor,” which

“should be developed an built under the auspices of the IAEA.” Accord-

ing to Ryzhov, the Soviet authorities also wanted all IAEA members to

provide information on the causes of nuclear breakdowns, on how they

were combatted and on their ecological and radiological conse-

quences. 110

Was this an admission that Soviet reactors were unsafe? Later in July,

Petrosiants revealed that “decisive and various” steps had been taken to

increase safety at Soviet nuclear power plants, but the only specific im-

provement alluded to was more training for nuclear plant workers.

Petrosiants did say, however, that some of the electrical equipment sup-

plied to nuclear plants in the past was not of the highest quality, and that

this quality would have to be checked more thoroughly in the future.

Some nuclear plant workers “had forgotten what kind of fuel they were

working with.” 111

The above statement was notably more frank than past Soviet com-
ments. It should not, however, be taken too literally. Chernobyl may
have enforced such belated glasnost [openness], but there is a major dif-

ference between the statement and the reality. Petrosiants was admitting

what many in the industry knew already: that there were problems with

equipment and with unskilled and inexperienced workers. Together with

the disengagement of various safety mechanisms, the combination of the

two had caused the Chernobyl disaster, as the Soviets had decided to

reveal in Vienna in late August 1986. But Soviet plans had not changed.

The question therefore is how the industry was to be revamped in the face

of its unprecedented expansion, an expansion, moreover, that had been

reconfirmed from various quarters after the accident? The IAEA was
asked to construct a safe reactor, but before the organization could un-
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dertake such a task, what was to happen in the interim? No Soviet reac-

tors, safe or unsafe, were to be dismantled. The IAEA’s role is hence

severely restricted by Soviet economic requirements that will not

countenance any slowdown of the industry. The Soviet Union needs

more electricity. Nuclear power is the source.

In conclusion, then, the Soviet nuclear industry has been plagued with

problems from the first. It has been developed in spite of these dif-

ficulties as a means not only of supplying industries of the European part

of the USSR with electricity, but also of co-ordinating a nuclear pro-

gramme that also embraces the East European countries, using the most

rapidly developing region in the sphere, Soviet Ukraine, as the medium.
Most Soviet nuclear plants have experienced fundamental dilemmas that

would have caused— it is fair to say— Western countries in similar posi-

tions to question the overall strategy. Soviet plants, let us say by Cana-

dian standards, are unsafe. Chernobyl was unsafe. We have chronicled

some of these problems above to show that they have intensified as the

industry has expanded. The number of skilled workers has been spread

too thinly, the supply and equipment questions have not been resolved,

and, above all, the pace of development has been more rapid than war-

ranted. Nuclear power has been perceived as a short-cut solution to a

very real difficulty— securing what Gorbachev has termed the “scien-

tific-technical acceleration” of the Soviet economy in the final years of

the twentieth century.

Chernobyl, even in terms of long-term casualties, will not be the

world’s worst accident. It does not prove, as some have claimed, that the

nuclear industry in the world as a whole, is inherently unsafe. It has dem-

onstrated, however, that the Soviet nuclear industry has been operating

in a manner that has bordered on the foolhardy. And at present, there

have been few indications either that Chernobyl will change anything or

that it will be the last such nuclear disaster.
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The report delivered by the Soviet Government Commission to the In-

ternational Atomic Energy Agency in Vienna was released in advance by

the TASS news agency on 22 August 1986. In general, it confirms the

general premise of this book that the Soviet approach to the development

of nuclear energy has been fundamentally unsound.

An experiment had been authorized on the No. 8 turbo-generator at the

Chernobyl nuclear power plant. But the conditions under which the ex-

periment should have taken place were evidently violated by plant offi-

cials. With the fourth unit scheduled for routine maintenance work, the

authorities at the plant wanted to find out how long electricity could be

used from the turbo-generator while the reactor was being shut down.

According to A. M. Petrosiants, the Chairman of the State Committee

for the Utilization of Nuclear Energy, the experiment itself was not re-

lated to the reactor.

The plant officials, however, reportedly tried to take a short-cut in the

experiment by preventing the automatic shutdown mechanisms of the

reactor, which may have come into operation with the reactor operating

at such a low capacity. Thus the reactor’s emergency cooling system was

shut off at 1400 hours on 25 April and remained shut down until the ex-

plosion occurred at 1.23 am the following morning. The system that

safeguarded against an excessively low water level was also blocked off,

and the operators evidently pulled out several of the reactor’s control

rods, also to stop an automatic shutdown. Extra pumps— more than the

maximum permissible number— were turned on to raise the amount of

steam flowing to the generator. The report stated that “the operators

were introducing disturbances almost constantly.’’

By cutting off these vital safety mechanisms, a hazardous situation

was created. The text of the report also confirmed (as was noted above)

181



CHERNOBYL AND NUCLEAR POWER IN THE USSR

the basic instability of the RBMK 1000 reactor. The personnel involved

in the 25 April experiment carried out their task without the approval of

the reactor designer, the designer of the Chernobyl plant, or the person-

nel of the nuclear safety department at the plant.

In brief, the main reason for the disaster according to the Soviet ac-

count was a highly improbable combination of circumstances brought

about by a barely credible negligence on the part of plant officials. Hu-
man error was therefore to blame. Yet, the experiment itself was neither

unauthorized (it would have taken place at some point) nor the first to be

conducted at the Chernobyl plant on the turbo-generators. In view of the

punishments meted out by the authorities noted in Chapter Seven, and

the nature of the experiment, it is clear that the Ministry of Power and

Electrification of the USSR had a strong interest in the experiment’s re-

sults. Whether or not this ministry ordered the experiment, it can be

stated with certainty that the plant officials were not conducting experi-

ments on their own initiative.

The full investigation of the Chernobyl disaster will likely take several

years to complete. At this juncture, one can draw the following conclu-

sions about the disaster, in the light of the Soviet Government Commis-
sion’s report:

1 . There is nothing in the report or elsewhere to suggest that an experi-

ment on a commercial reactor was a unique or even unusual procedure.

On the contrary, if proper safety mechanisms had been in place, the re-

port implies, then such an accident would have been impossible.

2. The dismantling of at least six safety mechanisms at the fourth unit in

order to conduct the experiment was the direct cause of the accident. The

power surge from 7 to 50 per cent in a matter of seconds resulted from the

loss of water coolant. In this respect, “human error’’ caused the Cherno-

byl disaster.

3. The use of graphite as a moderator on the RBMK 1000 reactor, and

the lack of stability of that type of reactor generally were supplementary

causes of the accident.

4. There was a major problem with labour discipline at the Chernobyl

station. Gross violations of procedures occurred (regardless of whether

those procedures were commendable in the first place).

5. The purpose of the experiment was to utilize electricity production to

the maximum extent. This follows the current Soviet aim, outlined at the

Twenty-Seventh Party Congress of the CC CPSU of March 1986, to con-

serve supplies of energy wherever possible. It was conducted therefore

for economic rather than safety factors. This puts more onus for the dis-

aster on the CPSU than on local plant officials, a point that the Soviet

Government Commission has taken care to avoid.

The report also provided more information about the radiation levels
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around the plant after the explosion. Personnel at the plant reportedly re-

ceived as much as 400 rems immediately, while on 27 April, within the

10-kilometre zone, an individual was receiving 1,000 millirems hourly.

Within a short period, therefore, acute doses of radiation would have

been incurred by those outdoors during that time. The level of radiation

was much higher than Soviet reports had indicated previously, and the

delay in evacuating Prypiat placed the health of citizens in jeopardy. One
week after the accident, the radiation level in the city of Kiev, 150 kilo-

metres to the south, was said to be eighty times above normal.

The prognosis for the return of evacuees in the report was considerably

more pessimistic than earlier statements had indicated. A period of at

least four years was anticipated before those moved from the plant vicin-

ity would be allowed to return to their homes.

It should be acknowledged that the Soviet report, which ran over 300

pages in length, was relatively frank and open. Again, however, there

have been few genuine indications that the accident will lead to any

prolonged slowdown of the nuclear energy programme. The question

that needs to be raised after Vienna remains the same: given the condi-

tions under which Soviet nuclear power plants are built, the absence or

very low levels of quality control, and the concomitant prime place as-

signed to nuclear power in the Soviet energy programme, can a disaster

such as Chernobyl be attributed mainly (or solely) to human error? Was it

not rather a consequence of both the way in which nuclear power plants

are being organized and the current economic priorities of the USSR?
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Appendix 1

OFFICIALS REPRIMANDED AFTER CHERNOBYL ACCIDENT

12 May:

Dismissals from their posts of three party members who worked at Cher-

nobyl nuclear power plant: O. Shapoval, an engineer with the Chernobyl

subsidiary of the South Energy Construction division, who was expelled

from the party; A. Sichkarenko, another leader of this same collective,

who was severely reprimanded and had his party card endorsed by the

Prypiat urban party committee; and O.Hubskii. A deputy head of the

youth section of the construction department, Iurii Zahalsky, was also re-

moved from his position for “shirking his duties.”

3 June:

Reported that 177 party members were still unaccounted for after the dis-

aster. Attack on Ministry of Power and Electrification of the USSR by

party leaders of Prypiat and Chernobyl mounts.

15 June:

A meeting of Kiev oblast party committee dismisses Chernobyl nuclear

power plant Director, V. Briukhanov, and Chief Engineer, N. Fomin for

alleged failure to make a correct assessment of the accident and to take

the necessary measures. Also reprimanded Deputy Director, R.

Soloviev, for abandoning his post, and two other Deputy Directors, I.

Tsarenko and V. Hundar, for failing their duties. E. Pozdyshev named as

the new Director of the Chernobyl plant.
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20 July:

CC CPSU Politburo issues statement announcing the dismissals of First

Deputy Minister of Power and Electrification of the USSR, G. Shasharin

and severely warns Minister of Power and Electrification of the USSR,
A. Maiorets. Dismissal of Evgenii Kulov, Chairman of the State Com-
mittee for the Supervision of the Safe Working Practices in the Atomic
Energy Industry. Both ministries said to be guilty of gross negligence

and lack of control over the nuclear power plant. Dismissal of Ivan

Emelianov, well known nuclear expert who was involved in the design of

the Chernobyl plant. Emelianov was a Corresponding Member of the

Academy of Sciences of the USSR and Deputy Director of the Institute

for Energy Equipment Studies. The statement also declared that the for-

mer Director of the Chernobyl plant, V. Briukhanov, had been expelled

from the Communist Party.

31 July:

Former Chief Engineer at Chernobyl, N. Fomin, is expelled from the

party.

14 August:

Six party members disciplined. Aleksei Makukhin, First Deputy Minister

of Power and Electrification of the USSR is severely reprimanded for

failing to take measures to improve the reliability of the Chernobyl plant.

Viktor Sydorenko, Deputy Chairman of the State Committee for the Su-

pervision of Safe Working Practices in the Atomic Energy Industry, and

Deputy Chairman, M.P. Alekseiev, are severely reprimanded for their

failure to prevent violations of the safety regulations at the Chernobyl

plant. L.P. Mikhailov, Director of the Hydroproject Institute of the Min-

istry of Power and Electrification of the USSR is reprimanded for not

ensuring the safe conducting of the generator test at Chernobyl. G.

Veretennikov, head of the Union of Atomic Energy industrial association

(Ministry of Power and Electrification) and Ie. V. Kulikov, of the Minis-

try of Medium Machine-Building of the USSR are expelled from the

Communist Party for their alleged weak leadership and lack of discipline

in their work.
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“CHERNOBYL IS A WARNING”

The following statement by the TASS news agency about the causes of the

accident appeared in the newspaper Izvestiia on 23 August 1986. The

translation is the author’ s.

On 21 August, Soviet and foreign journalists received concise infor-

mation about the reasons for the accident at the Chernobyl atomic energy

station and its consequences. Speaking at a meeting in the press centre of

the MID USSR, A.M. Petrosiants, the Chairman of the State Committee

for the Utilization of Atomic Energy, reported that detailed information

about the accident and its consequences has been presented to the Inter-

national Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) and will be discussed at a meet-

ing of technical experts from member-countries of the IAEA on 25 Au-

gust.

What was the cause of the dramatic event that occurred at Chernobyl

on 26 April? A.M. Petrosiants responded to this question:

In the decree of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the

Soviet Union, based on the report of the Government Commission, it

was noted that the accident occurred because of a whole series of viola-

tions of the operative rules by workers at the atomic energy station. The
fourth generating unit of the station came on-line in December 1983, and

worked, like all the other units, in a totally satisfactory fashion. In 1985,

for example, the station produced 29 billion kilowatt/hours of electricity

with an efficient use of its capacity. Perhaps the uninterrupted per-

formance of the station led to a certain complacency, a matter-of-fact at-

titude. And this could have been an indirect cause of the irresponsibility,
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negligence and lack of discipline which, in the final analysis, led to grave

consequences.

Before the shutting down of the fourth generating unit for regular

maintenance after two years of operation, a test was carried out on one of

the turbo-generators. The goal of the test formed part of an experiment

that was investigating the opportunities for using the mechanical energy

of the turbo-generator rotor to maintain the operation of mechanisms of

this unit under secure conditions.

During the investigation, it was established that the quality of the test

programme was low, and that necessary safety precautions were not

anticipated. On 25 April, at 1400 hours, the emergency cooling system

of the reactor was shut off, and those performing the experiment already

wanted to begin the tests, but on the orders of the Controller of the Kiev

Energy Association, the shutting down of the reactor was delayed, and it

continued to operate until 1.23 am, i.e., to the moment of the accident,

with its emergency cooling system shut down.

The programme for the test had not been approved either with the rep-

resentatives of the reactor constructors, or with the chief planners of the

station, or with the scientists of the nuclear safety committee who are

constantly stationed at the plant. The culprits behind the accident have

been severely reprimanded, emphasized A.M. Petrosiants, but for a long

time, the lesson of Chernobyl will remind us of the necessity of strict,

careful, attention to technology in general, and to new technology in par-

ticular.

The Chernobyl event focused attention on today’s question concerning

the guaranteeing of the international safety of nuclear energy. On the in-

itiative of the USSR, the IAEA, with the participation of the USSR and

other member-states, is organizing two conventions: “Concerning Com-
pulsory Notification about Nuclear Accidents where Occurring” and

“Concerning Aid to Countries in the Case of an Accident at an Atomic

Energy Station.” Both these conventions will be examined at special in-

ternational conferences of the IAEA in Vienna at the end of September.

V. A. Legasov, the First Deputy Director of the Kurchatov Atomic En-

ergy Institute of the Academy of Sciences of the USSR, informed jour-

nalists that “We consider that by sharing with other countries that to

which we were exposed, all our colleagues who use nuclear energy will

find it useful and be able to adopt a critical and constructive conclusion.

We are prepared also to receive information from technical experts of the

IAEA member-states at the forthcoming conference directed toward im-

proving the effectiveness of deactivization work.

Academician V.A. Legasov reported that the presentation to the IAEA
of the causes of the accident consists of two folios. The first summarizes

the report and includes numerous data, measurements and observations
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that were taken at the moment of the accident and directly after it. The

second is 350-pages long. It contains factual material about the construc-

tion of the reactor, its technical characteristics, and the ecological and

medical aspects of the problem.

L.A. Ilin, the Vice-President of the Academy of Medical Sciences of

the USSR, declared that the state of health of those people given medical

attention after the accident is improving, and that many of them are

recuperating in sanatoriums and rest homes. However, all these people

will be re-examined medically at regular intervals. To co-ordinate and to

direct this work, to carry out further research. Centre for Radiological

Medicine with the Academy of Medical Sciences of the USSR has been

created in Kiev.

Speaking about the consequences of the accident for the natural

environment, Iu.A. Izrael, the head of the State Committee for Hydro-

meteorology of the USSR, noted that in the zone adjacent to the atomic-

energy station, in certain polluted places, there are radioactive particles

on the surface, but their penetration into the soil has not exceeded a few

millimetres. Concerning the situation of the Dnieper water basin, which

has special importance, the level of radioactivity, even in the Prypiat

River, was very insignificant. Concerning this question, certain special

measures were applied. At present, the composition of the water in the

Dnieper basin is being controlled constantly. Strict dosimetric control is

carried out of all the products coming into the stores and onto the

markets.

The journalists were interested in how the situation at the fourth

generating unit is being controlled today.

"The situation is controlled with a whole series of special measures

created specifically for this system,” responded Academician V.A.

Legasov.

"When will the other reactors be brought into operation?” "In the Fall

of this year, the first and second generating units of the atomic energy

station will be allowed to resume operations.”

The correspondent of the Bulgarian newspaper Rabotnichesko delo

asked how the Soviet initiatives in the area of the safe development of

nuclear energy had been received. The head of the section of the MID
USSR for the Peaceful Utilization of Nuclear Energy and the Cosmos,
Iu.K. Nazarkin, stressed that the proposals put forward by M.S. Gor-

bachev in May of this year had received world-wide support. The plans

of the convention, which were elaborated at a recent meeting in Vienna,

could become the basic principles of a system for the safe development of

nuclear energy. The Soviet Union, like the overwhelming majority of the

participants at the Vienna meeting, proposes that proper notification be

given in the event of any nuclear accident, whether at a peaceful installa-
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tion or at a military site, including accidents related to nuclear arms test-

ing. This suggestion was declared unacceptable only by the United

States. However, it was agreed [by all parties] that notification concern-

ing accidents in nuclear arms and related to nuclear tests would be carried

out on a voluntary basis. The preparation for the conventions on notifica-

tion and aid in cases of an accident are important steps in the creation of

an international regime for the safe development of nuclear energy.

Thus the accident, the details of which journalists have received today,

is a warning. And not only for specialists and experts in nuclear power
and energy questions. This event, as was underlined in the television ad-

dress of General Secretary of the CC CPSU, M.S. Gorbachev, has pro-

vided an object-lesson of what would occur on a much worse scale with

nuclear arms conflagration. One barrier against this menace is the un-

ilateral moratorium of the Soviet Union on nuclear arms testing, which

was extended once again on 18 August.
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