The Nuclear Legacy of the Soviet Union

The tremendous political changes that have occurred in the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe have brought to light the magnitude of nuclear contamination caused by those nations’ unwise use of nuclear energy. The Soviet Union used nuclear energy for several purposes: generating power for electricity and nuclear-powered ships, testing and producing weapons, and blasting to move earth. The accident at Chernobyl was only the most recent and most public of many problems associated with the use of nuclear energy in the Soviet Union. About 11 nuclear reactors of the Chernobyl type are still operating in the former Soviet Union. These are considered unsafe by most experts, including scientists from the former Soviet Union.


The production of nuclear fuels and weapons and the reprocessing of nuclear fuels, all of which produced nuclear wastes, occurred at three major sites: Chelyabinsk, Tomsk, and Krasnoyarsk. These facilities were secret until the breakup of the Soviet Union. At Chelyabinsk, radioactive waste was dumped into the Techa River and Lake Karachai. Other nuclear wastes were secretly dumped into the ocean or were buried in shallow dumps. It is estimated that there are 600 secret nuclear dump sites in and around Moscow alone.


More than 100 nuclear bombs were exploded to move earth for mining purposes, to create underground storage caverns, or to “dig” canals. In addition, 467 nuclear blasts were conducted to test weapons at a site near Semipalatinsk in Kazakhstan. As a result, nuclear fallout contaminated farmland to the northeast.


The Barents Sea and the Kara Sea have been polluted by nuclear tests and the dumping of nuclear waste. At least 15 nuclear reactors from obsolete ships were dumped into the Kara Sea. Seals that live in the area have high rates of cancer.


None of these problems is unique to the former Soviet Union. Similar secrecy surrounded the early development of nuclear power in the United States and the rest of the world. What makes the situation in the former Soviet Union different is its magnitude, caused by decades of secrecy and a commitment to nuclear weapons as the primary deterrent against enemies. It can be argued that the threat posed to the Soviet Union by its former enemies contributed to the reckless development of nuclear power. 

