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Countdown

On January 18, 2022, Yaroslav Yemelianenko, a thirty-nine-year-old founder and CEO of Chornobyl Tour, the zone’s largest tour operator, announced on his Facebook page that a drive to recruit new guides for that year’s tourist season in the Chernobyl exclusion zone had begun. “On the eve of the new season we are increasing our staff and seeking reliable, responsible people enamored of our subject who speak foreign languages and have a natural flair for multitasking,” read Yemelianenko’s post. Although the COVID pandemic had put a stop to tourism in the Chernobyl zone, all but killing his business, Yemelianenko was working hard with his fellow tour operators to “revitalize” the zone as Ukraine’s prime tourist destination.1

Yemelianenko prepared for the 2022 tourist season with enthusiasm and hope, pretty much ignoring the warning signals from all over the world. But he could not ignore the news that reached him on Monday, January 24, six days after he announced the drive to hire new employees. It came from Washington, where President Joseph Biden had spent a good part of the day in teleconferences with world leaders, discussing the chances that Russia would invade Ukraine. On the previous day, the US Department of State had issued an advisory recommending that American citizens not travel to Ukraine, ordering the evacuation of family members of the US Embassy staff in Kyiv and advising American citizens to leave the country—all owing to “the continued threat of Russian military action.”2

For Yemelianenko, this was a major setback, but not an outright disaster. “Ukraine has found itself in the level 4 advisory ‘do not travel’ because of the risk of Russian attack and the spread of COVID,” he posted on his Facebook page on January 24. “For tourism, this means the suspension of activity for an indefinite period. Unfortunately, that will entail stopping the development of projects and the ‘hibernation’ of organizations. That’s a Monday for you. We are prepared for various scenarios of further development. But for now, let’s hold on and prepare for the season.” Yemelianenko was not giving up. Not yet. He was still awaiting a flood of visitors in the zone. There would be a lot of them, but they would not come on tourist visas and not use the services of Yemelianenko’s agency.3



President Biden learned of a potential Russian attack on Ukraine on a sunny October morning in 2021, when his chief military commander, General Mark A. Milley, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, showed up in the Oval Office with a host of aides.

Also present were Vice-President Kamala Harris, National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan, Secretary of State Antony Blinken, Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin, and the heads of the US intelligence agencies. Biden and Harris were seated in front of the fireplace, while the others took seats around the coffee table. Before Milley began his presentation, his aides placed a set of maps before the participants. They covered the territories of Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus, showing the positions of Russian forces on the eastern borders of Ukraine. Milley told the president that the intelligence available to him and the heads of other government agencies suggested Russian preparations for an all-out attack on Ukraine.

“We assess that they plan to conduct a significant strategic attack on Ukraine from multiple directions simultaneously,” General Milley told the president. The maps were there to indicate those directions. Russia had massed troops in its western lands along Ukraine’s eastern border and in the Crimea, annexed in 2014. But according to Milley, the Russian General Staff was preparing to attack Ukraine not only from the east, in the Donets Basin (Donbas), where the Russians had created the two puppet “people’s republics” of Donetsk and Luhansk in 2014, or from the south, where they had long dreamed of creating a “land corridor” from those “republics” to the occupied in 2014 Crimea, but also from the north, toward the Ukrainian capital, Kyiv.

Milley told the president that the Russians planned to take Kyiv in three or four days, attacking it in winter, when the soil was hard enough to allow the movement of tanks and heavy equipment. President Volodymyr Zelensky of Ukraine would be removed or even killed, and a pro-Russian government would be installed in Kyiv. To achieve that goal, Russian troops would move toward the Ukrainian capital not only from their own territory but also from Belarus, proceeding between the Chernobyl exclusion zone and the Prypiat River marshes. According to Milley’s map, the Chernobyl nuclear power plant and the exclusion zone were on the path of the main Russian thrust toward Kyiv, but the map suggested that the Russians would bypass the zone. That appeared to be the most plausible scenario. Why would anyone of sound mind send troops into a nuclear disaster zone?4



President Zelensky was warned about the Russian plans to attack Ukraine by Secretary of State Blinken in early November 2021. The conversation took place in Glasgow, where they were attending the international climate summit. Zelensky was skeptical: the Americans were not disclosing either their sources of information or the details of what they had learned from them.

When senior officials in the US State Department had advised Zelensky’s chief of staff, Andrii Yermak, and the Ukrainian minister of foreign affairs, Dmytro Kuleba, to prepare for a Russian attack and start “digging trenches,” no specifics were given on what that meant and where to start digging. Zelensky took the position, at least publicly, that what the United States and the West had warned him about was just another in a long sequence of threats from Russia, with which, as Zelensky pointed out more than once, Ukraine had been at war since 2014.5

In his address to the Glasgow summit, Zelensky warned the world about the two “eco-bombs” left by the Russian aggression of 2014 against Ukraine: the Crimea, which had been militarized by the occupiers, and the occupied parts of the Donbas, which had been turned into an ecological disaster zone. Zelensky focused, however, on Chernobyl to underline the global nature of ecological disasters. He then used the example of the return of wildlife to the zone to suggest that the best way of helping to preserve nature was to leave it alone and stop causing further damage.

“In our time disaster, wherever it may occur, affects absolutely everyone,” argued Zelensky. “This is proved by the explosion at the Chernobyl Atomic Energy Station, which caused suffering not only in Ukraine but in dozens of countries. This tragedy also shows us another truth: the most effective measure for reviving the environment is noninterference by human beings. In Chernobyl, nature is reviving much more quickly than expected. It seems to be suggesting: people, the best way to help is not to interfere.”6

Ever since the release of the HBO Chernobyl series, the office of the president of Ukraine had been working hard with Ukrainian tour operators to launch a “revitalization” of the Chernobyl zone and turn it into the country’s primary tourist destination. What Zelensky heard from Blinken suggested more disasters—political, economic, social, human, ecological. He did not want to believe what the American was saying. But even the US administration did not believe at the time that the invasion would take place through the Chernobyl zone. That seemed unimaginable.7



The Chernobyl exclusion zone became a news item soon after the Ukrainian president’s return from the Glasgow summit, but not because of the warnings that Zelensky had received from Blinken. On November 11, Ukrainian officials announced the deployment of additional border guards to the Ukrainian-Belarusian border, including the exclusion zone. The deployment was a response to the actions of Aliaksandr Lukashenka, the autocratic ruler of Belarus, with which Ukraine shared the Chernobyl exclusion zone created after the nuclear disaster of 1986.8

The post-Soviet ruler longest in office, dubbed the last European dictator, Lukashenka had assumed power in Belarus in 1994 and held on to it with the help of brute force unleashed against dissidents by his security forces. When in August 2020 the Belarusian people rebelled against yet another of the many falsified presidential elections, Lukashenka resorted to force once again and turned to his Russian counterpart, Vladimir Putin, for help. He received enough assistance from Moscow to suppress the protests and stay in power. In return, he gave the Russian military and security forces free access to his ostensibly independent country.

After the Lukashenka regime forced a Ryanair flight en route from Athens to Vilnius, with a Belarusian opposition activist on board, to land on Belarusian territory, the European Union responded with sanctions. Lukashenka, with the apparent backing of Putin, then created a humanitarian crisis. Thousands of migrants from the Middle East were flown to Belarus and taken to the border with the EU. On November 8, 2021, several hundred Iraqi Kurds were escorted to the Polish border by the Belarusian security services. They threw stones at the border guards and tried to break into Poland near the Bruzgi-Kuźnica crossing, causing the Poles to respond with tear gas and close the crossing.9

On November 11, the UN Security Council discussed the growing migration crisis on the Belarusian-Polish border. By that time, 32,000 attempts to cross the EU border illegally had been registered. The Estonian ambassador to the United Nations, Sven Jürgenson, declared: “We condemn the orchestrated instrumentalization of human beings whose lives and well-being have been put in danger for political purposes by Belarus, with the objective of destabilizing neighboring countries and the European Union’s external border and diverting attention away from its own increasing human rights violations.” Jürgenson’s position was shared by seven members of the UN Security Council. The rest of the Council members, Russia in particular, refused to condemn the actions of the Belarusian strongman.10

The Ukrainians had no doubt that the real culprit behind the crisis was not Lukashenka but Putin. “As long as the European Union keeps closing its eyes to Moscow’s role in the current crisis, it will continue,” wrote a leading Ukrainian online newspaper, Ukrainian Truth, on the eve of the UN Security Council meeting. The Ukrainian government announced its own measures to defend the country’s border on the day of the UN Council meeting. The morning of that day, the Ukrainian interior minister, Denys Monastyrsky, declared the start of Operation Polisia, named after the marshy region along the Ukrainian-Belarusian border. Monastyrsky personally inspected parts of the border and committed to reinforce it with 3,000 members of the National Guard, 3,500 border guards, and 2,000 policemen, equipped with fifteen helicopters. He also promised to allocate 17 million Ukrainian hryvnias, or close to US $650,000, to establish new observation points on the border that passed through the Chernobyl exclusion zone.11

The deployment of new troops began on November 23. The first deputy interior minister, Yevhen Yenin, personally visited the Chernobyl zone to observe the maneuvers of the national guardsmen, border guards, and police stationed in the area. A video of Yenin’s visit was released to the media. The Chernobyl zone, accounting for 34 kilometers (21 miles) of the more than 1,000-kilometer- (622-mile-) long Ukrainian-Belarusian border, was home to one border crossing, located north of a settlement called Vilcha. Because the area was highly contaminated, the quarters of the Ukrainian border guards were located a few kilometers away from Vilcha in a village called Mlachivka.

Guards were first stationed there in 2014, when the Russo-Ukrainian War began and Russia annexed the Crimea. In November 2021, with the migration crisis reaching its peak on the Belarusian-EU border, Ukrainian border guards in Mlachivka received new equipment, most notably the Ukrainian-made Cougar armored personnel carrier. Reinforcements were more than timely, but the potential intruders whom the Ukrainian border guards would soon have to face were not Middle Eastern migrants but regular Russian troops.12



Russian troops began arriving in Belarus and moving south toward the Ukrainian border on January 17, 2022. The Belarusians announced their arrival on the following day. A good many of the troops came from the Russian Far East. They included units of the 5th, 29th, 35th, and 36th Combined Arms Armies of the Eastern Military District. The troops spread all along the Ukrainian border. The 36th Motor-Rifle Brigade from the Transbaikal region and the 155th Naval Infantry Brigade from Vladivostok went to Brest in western Belarus, while the 38th Motor-Rifle Brigade went to Mazyr in eastern Belarus. So did the 37th Motor-Rifle Brigade from Buriatia, which arrived in Rechytsa, across the border from the Chernobyl nuclear power plant and the ghost town of Prypiat.13

The reason given for the influx of close to 30,000 Russian troops was preparation for joint military exercises with Belarus, “Union Resolve 2022,” to be launched on February 10. “These should be normal exercises to work out a certain plan for confronting these forces: in the west the Baltics and Poland, and in the south—Ukraine,” Lukashenka told the media. US State Department officials were skeptical about the allegedly routine nature of the exercises. One senior official suggested that Lukashenka might not even have been informed by the Russians of what they were up to. “I think what we should be concerned about is not whether it increases the intent [to attack Kyiv], but whether or not it increases the capability and their ability to launch that invasion of Ukraine with an intent to topple the government,” the official told the media on January 18.14

The next day, Secretary Blinken visited President Zelensky in Kyiv with fresh intelligence to warn him about the coming Russian invasion of Ukraine and a direct attack on Kyiv. Blinken urged Zelensky to consider how he could “ensure continuity of government operations depending on what happens.” Zelensky believed that the Americans wanted him out of Kyiv “to just end things faster.” He told Blinken that he was not leaving the capital and would not announce a general mobilization so as to avoid sowing panic and sending the already struggling economy into a tailspin. But there was no indication that Zelensky was getting the capital ready for defense or making preparations to fend off a possible Russian attack from Belarus. The Ukrainian president appeared to be in denial.15

On January 22, 2022, the New York Times published an article written by its Kyiv bureau chief, Andrew E. Kramer, from the Chernobyl exclusion zone. Kramer suggested something that appeared to be obvious yet unthinkable: the Chernobyl zone might become a battlefield of the new war that everyone was so concerned about. “While most of the attention around a potential invasion by Russia is focused on troop buildups and daily hostilities in the east, the shortest route from Russia to Ukraine’s capital, Kyiv, is from the north,” wrote Kramer. He added: “And it passes through the isolated zone around the Chernobyl power plant, where the meltdown of a reactor in 1986 caused the worst nuclear disaster in history.”16

Kramer’s suggestion that there might be an attack on the Chernobyl zone was met with disbelief on the part of locals. “How can this be?” mused Ivan Kovalchuk, a Ukrainian firefighter who had taken part in cleanup operations after the 1986 accident. “We liquidated the [consequences of the] accident together. For them to do this to us now just makes me feel sorry for [those] people.” Others were frightened of possible warfare in the zone: as the worker Oleksii Pryshchepa, interviewed by Kramer, suggested, it made no sense for the Ukrainian armed forces to fight in the contaminated area. “It’s a wasteland, no crop will ever grow here,” Pryshchepa told the reporter. In his opinion it was far more rational to establish Ukrainian defensive lines south of the zone and give it up in case of Russian attack.

Kramer also encountered Ukrainian border guards in the zone. They seemed determined to protect the border no matter what. “It doesn’t matter if it is contaminated or nobody lives here,” said Lieutenant Colonel Yurii Shakhraichuk of the Ukrainian border guard service. “It is our territory, our country, and we must defend it.” “Ukrainian soldiers, Kalashnikov rifles slung over their shoulders, patrolled through a silent, snowy forest, passing homes so long abandoned that vines twirl through the broken windows,” wrote Kramer. They were led on their patrol by local policemen who knew the area and helped the border guards avoid the most dangerously contaminated areas. But the troops that Kramer saw in the zone had been deployed there as monitors responding to the migration crisis on the Belarusian border and had no capacity to withstand a major ground attack.17



The Ukrainians were caught between denial of the coming aggression and determination to resist it. Which would prevail once an invasion began was not entirely clear. The government itself vacillated as to the appropriate response: whether to warn people about the likelihood of a coming war or pretend to conduct business as usual. In public, Ukrainian government officials put up a brave face; privately, they prepared for a possible invasion. The Chernobyl zone became the site where the government tried to merge the two strategies—prepare the country for war without saying so.

On February 3, the Ukrainian defense minister, Oleksii Reznikov, assured his countrymen that there was no threat from Belarus. “We expect no provocations from Belarus; we have no basis for hostility, as we consider it friendly,” said the minister. But even as Reznikov was making his statement, something strange was happening in the Chernobyl exclusion zone. A tour group heading toward the zone was blocked from entering it on the grounds that officials had been called with a warning of a mine planted at one of the facilities. Such calls had increased in Ukraine since January and were classified as part of hostile Russian information operations, but this time it was not clear whether that was the reason for closing the zone. On the previous day, the authorities announced that the Ukrainian National Guard would conduct exercises in the zone.18

On February 4, representatives of the diplomatic corps and the Western media who had flooded into Kyiv amid increased concerns about the coming Russian invasion were invited to witness the announced maneuvers of the Ukrainian National Guard in the zone. The ghost town of Prypiat became the main theater of the urban warfare game. A drone flew over the heads of reporters, issuing a message that was supposed to prevent panic but was quite capable of causing it. “The enemy is in town,” went the prerecorded message. “You must stay inside. Please close all windows. Take all your documents. Warn the neighbors. Be cautious. Do not panic.”19

An armored personnel carrier drove down what looked like a tree-lined alley but had once been a street in Prypiat. The soldiers, dressed in mottled-white winter camouflage, used the carrier as cover and then took their positions, ready to fire at enemy snipers hiding in apartment buildings along the street. Another group of soldiers opened fire at the upper floors of an apartment building. Firefighters extinguished the blaze in one of the apartments, while a group of “civilians” was escorted from that building to a parked bus that drove them away. The sound of automatic fire was accompanied by bursts of mortar shells as the Ukrainian special forces “stormed” one of the buildings.20

In attendance were Minister of Defense Oleksii Reznikov and Minister of Interior (with authority over the National Guard) Denys Monastyrsky. Once the exercises involving the army, National Guard, and personnel from the Ministry of Emergency Situations were over, the two ministers addressed the press. “These are the ruins of the Soviet empire,” Reznikov told the journalists, pointing to the Soviet insignia on the wall of one of the buildings. “We will ensure that the Russian empire does not come back to our borders,” he continued. He added, with reference to the Russian annexation of the Crimea in 2014: “Russian citizens came and occupied our territory, but there will be no repeat.”21

The publicity that accompanied the drill left no doubt that the exercises were meant to send a message to the Russians, the citizens of Ukraine, and the world at large: the Ukrainians were ready to fight. Prypiat was chosen as the location for the exercises not because it was the most convenient place to train the military—police with Geiger counters had to go in first to ensure that the soldiers could enter the city safely—but because Prypiat, known to the world at large thanks to the Chernobyl accident, attracted the global attention that the Ukrainian authorities were seeking at the moment. Prypiat also fit the bill because it was close to the capital, making it relatively easy to bring in not only the media but also members of the diplomatic corps who remained in Kyiv.

But in Ukraine the exercises unexpectedly proved to be a public relations disaster. The live ammunition used by the military left marks on the buildings of Prypiat that the tour operators and their supporters had been working hard to protect. It turned out that the building at which the soldiers had fired was the one in which the firefighter Volodymyr Pravyk, one of the heroes of the 1986 Chernobyl saga, used to live. Plans were under way to turn the building and Pravyk’s apartment into a museum, but now the walls had been damaged not by Russian but by Ukrainian soldiers. The tour operators and environmentalists protested publicly and privately, appealing to Zelensky’s administration. Their concerns were heard. Lala Tarapakina, an adviser to the minister of environment and an active supporter of the “revitalization” of the Chernobyl zone project, assured the public through her Facebook account that the State Agency of Ukraine for Exclusion Zone Management would block any future attempts to conduct military exercises in the zone. It was supposed to stay military free.22



As the Ukrainian protectors of historical heritage and the environment did their best to keep the Ukrainian armed forces out of the zone, the Russian army on the Belarusian side of the border prepared to enter it. On February 13, Russian troops launched their joint exercises with the Belarusian army near Ukraine’s northern border. The Ukrainian president and government put up a brave face. On the day the exercises began, Volodymyr Zelensky asserted that the military situation had not changed much since the start of Russia’s aggression against Ukraine eight years earlier. He spoke of psychological pressure applied by Moscow rather than a real threat of war, adding: “We see nothing new in this. As for the risks, there are risks, and they have not ended since 2014.”23

It was wishful thinking at best. New threats were emerging daily, and some of them pointed to the Chernobyl zone as a corridor from Belarus toward Kyiv. On February 16, world media published satellite photos of a pontoon bridge installed by the Russian military across the Prypiat River a mere four kilometers (2.5 miles) from the Ukrainian border on the Belarusian side of the exclusion zone. Two days later Olha Vasylevska-Smahliuk, a Ukrainian parliamentary deputy from a constituency bordering on the exclusion zone, confronted Prime Minister Denys Shmyhal in a question period. “My electors, who live in the zone of voluntary resettlement, have been disturbed by photographs of a pontoon bridge crossing the Prypiat River from the side of the Belarusian border,” she said. She then posed her question: “What [measures] concretely, point by point, Mr. Prime Minister, have you taken in case of a possible offensive against Ukrainian territory from the direction of the Chernobyl [zone]?”24

Shmyhal referred the question to the defense minister, Oleksii Reznikov, who assured the deputy that his ministry was in touch with the Belarusian military with regard to the bridge. “We have raised the question of this pontoon bridge, this pontoon crossing, and received a reply, an assurance that this is part of the training, and that it will soon be taken down,” Reznikov told parliament. He continued: “Our law enforcement agencies, which ensure security and order in the exclusion zone of the Chernobyl Nuclear Power Station, believe me, are absolutely taking care, and know everything, and are observing everything, and are prepared for any scenarios whatever.”25

The Ukrainian authorities however decided to close the Chernobyl zone to tourists and other visitors from February 20 to March 20, 2022. A statement issued by the State Agency of Ukraine for Exclusion Zone Management stated that this decision was being adopted as part of “prophylactic measures in reaction to extraordinary situations of a natural and man-made nature.” The Ukrainian decision to close the zone came not a day too early. On February 20, the day the restrictions went into effect, the Belarusian government declared that the Russo-Belarusian maneuvers scheduled for ten days, from February 10 to February 20, would be extended indefinitely.26

For President Biden and his advisers, this was a clear sign that the information they had first obtained in October 2021 about a Russian invasion from Belarus was genuine. “Everything we are seeing suggests that this is dead serious, that we are on the brink of an invasion,” Antony Blinken told the media that day. American agencies published news obtained from the US intelligence community that the Russian military had been ordered to proceed with the invasion of Ukraine, and that commanders on the ground were making specific plans for maneuvers in their sectors of the battlefield. Although the media was silent on that, one of those sectors was the Chernobyl exclusion zone.27
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Exclusion Zone

In the early hours of April 26, 1986, an accident at reactor no. 4 at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant in northern Ukraine, then part of the USSR, opened a new page in the history of the nuclear industry and a new era in the history of the region—the detonation of a chain reaction that contributed to the disintegration of the USSR.

The Chernobyl nuclear disaster was man-made. Although it had features in common with nuclear disasters elsewhere, the explosion revealed the surprising recklessness with which the Soviet government and its military and scientific elites treated the dangers of managing nuclear energy. The facility that exploded at Chernobyl was a Soviet-made RBMK, or high-power channel reactor. It could enrich uranium and produce plutonium for nuclear bombs as easily as it could produce electricity. The peculiarities and weaknesses of its design were kept secret even from its operators, which was one of the key reasons for the accident. Pressed to fulfill their production quotas and knowing nothing about the inherent dangers of the reactor, the operators would often cut corners, ignoring regulations and instructions in order to meet their targets.

On April 26 they cut one corner too many. A massive explosion blasted one thousand tons of the reactor’s “lead” into the air, contaminating huge swaths of the territory of Ukraine, Belarus, Russia, and parts of Western Europe. The first to leave their homes were the families of the plant’s operators—close to 50,000 residents of the city of Prypiat, located a few miles away from the troubled facility. They were evacuated because the authorities expected another, even more powerful, blast to follow the first two. That did not happen, but it soon became clear that no one could return to Prypiat or the neighboring towns and villages for permanent residence. The Chernobyl exclusion zone was born.

At first the zone was 10 kilometers (6.2 miles) in diameter, then 30 kilometers (19 miles). Later it would be extended to 2,600 square kilometers or 1,000 square miles on the Ukrainian side of the border alone. In neighboring Belarus, the Polesie radioecological preserve covered a territory roughly half that size. The zone ceased to be circular in shape as the authorities struggled to include the most contaminated areas around the nuclear plant. In drawing the new boundary, they followed wind directions during the first weeks after the explosion: radioactive particles were spread by winds and deposited into the soil by spring showers.1

The town of Chornobyl, as opposed to the ghost town of Prypiat that was abandoned in 1986, served as a logistical hub for all operations in the zone conducted by the numerous organizations involved in managing it. Chief among them were the government agency called “Chornobyl Nuclear Power Plant,” which managed the devastated power station, the State Agency of Ukraine for Exclusion Zone Management, and the Chornobyl Radiation and Ecological Biosphere Reserve, charged with the study and preservation of the zone’s unique ecological system. Last but not least, Chornobyl and the zone in general became a base for tourist firms, whose facilities were located in the town.2

The hub of activity in the zone had always been the nuclear power plant: decades after the accident and years after the shutdown of the last functioning reactor in 2000, it still needed plenty of work and supervision. The government agency running it was charged with decommissioning the three shut-down reactors and operating the confinement structure over reactor no. 4, damaged in 1986. The agency’s headquarters were located in the company town of Slavutych, built in 1986 approximately 45 kilometers or 28 miles east of the plant to house its personnel and liquidators of the accident. Initially the agency employed more than 5,600 managers, scientists, engineers, and workers. Their key preoccupation was the safety of the damaged reactor no. 4.3

In 1992, the year after the dissolution of the USSR, the Ukrainian government held a competition for the construction of a new confinement structure over reactor no. 4. The original one, built within half a year after the April 1986 disaster, was considered temporary from the outset, had major structural problems, and did not fully prevent the continuing release of radiation into the atmosphere. The construction of the original safe confinement, or what was referred to as the “sarcophagus,” had been a Soviet project; the design and building of the new one would become an international one. Not unexpectedly, it turned out be a much lengthier undertaking. The Soviet sarcophagus was designed in a few weeks, and construction took only 206 days. The international project took more than a quarter of a century from its inception to completion—approximately the maximum life span of the Soviet confinement designed back in 1986.4

The construction of the new confinement was begun in 2007 by the French Novarka Consortium, which included Vinci Construction Grands Projets and Bouygues Construction. It took Novarka twelve years to complete the work, the delay being caused largely by the higher than originally estimated levels of radiation in and around the old shelter. The money, 1.5 billion euros for the construction of the arch itself and 2.2 billion euros for the project as a whole, including the assembly of numerous systems designed to monitor and control radiation levels, was provided mostly by international donors, mainly members of the G7 (the world’s largest democratic economies). Altogether, the governments of forty-five countries contributed to the project, and more than 10,000 engineers and construction laborers, half of them from Ukraine, worked on it. They built the largest movable structure in the world, 843 feet long (about the size of twelve soccer fields) and weighing 36,000 tons. The shelter was constructed next to the damaged reactor and then “sledded” over it. Its expected life span was 100 years.5

A successful operating test of the new shelter was conducted in April 2019, thirty-three years after the accident. Tourist visits to the newly built shelter were allowed in July of that year, a few months after the release of the HBO/Sky miniseries on Chernobyl. The new shelter deprived tour guides of one of the most impressive tricks they had performed in front of astonished visitors. Standing in front of the old shelter, they would show tourists a dosimeter that would beep because of the higher than natural background levels of radiation around the shelter. Then a guide would place the dosimeter behind the granite monument to the cleanup workers, known as “liquidators,” erected next to the shelter, and it would stop beeping. Now, with the construction of the new shelter, dosimeters would remain silent in front of the monument or behind it. The level of radiation around the shelter had fallen by a factor of ten.6

The completion of the new shelter significantly reduced the number of people coming to work in the Chernobyl exclusion zone, but many were still needed to keep it from presenting a threat to the world. As spent nuclear fuel was removed from the three undamaged reactors, a task completed in 2016, the agency’s staff was further reduced. Altogether, 2,000 people did various jobs in the zone in 2019, and about 2,500 in early 2022. They operated the new $1.7-billion confinement structure over reactor no. 4, which went into service in 2019, maintained storage facilities for the spent fuel removed from the Chernobyl and other Ukrainian reactors, and monitored radioactivity levels in the zone.7

Radioactive processes in the heart of the damaged reactor were far from over. In May 2021, a few weeks after the world marked the thirty-fifth anniversary of the accident, global media reported on the “awakening” of reactor no. 4. Engineers detected a spike in the number of neutrons in underground room 305/2, full of radioactive debris that included uranium and zirconium. An increase had first been detected in 2017, suggesting that the original fission reaction was continuing in that room. It might stop on its own or keep going, which would make another accident more likely. Scientists believed that any new radiation would be contained by the new shelter but would further complicate the ultimate cleanup of the reactor and the removal of 200 tons of highly radioactive waste, including fuel remaining in the reactor after the explosion. According to the best-case scenario, that task would take another fifty years to complete.8

The spent fuel from the other Chernobyl reactors was stored on-site, presenting another problem to be dealt with by the staff of the nuclear plant. In 2020, an American company called Holtec completed the roughly twenty-year-long construction of a new off-site facility for spent nuclear fuel from the long-decommissioned Chernobyl reactors. It was estimated at the time that eight years would be required to move 21,000 fuel assemblies to the facility from temporary storage at the site of the Chernobyl nuclear power plant. The new complex was supposed to be safe for 100 years.

Another Chernobyl project that began about the same time was the construction of a facility capable of processing and storing spent fuel from other nuclear power plants. Ukraine had fifteen reactors responsible for roughly half the nation’s electricity production. Before the start of the Russo-Ukrainian War in 2014, which led to the annexation of the Crimea and the de facto loss of the Donbas region in eastern Ukraine, all spent nuclear fuel from Ukrainian reactors was sent to Russia at an annual expense of $200 million, but the Ukrainian government was now looking to the Chernobyl zone for storage of its nuclear waste.9



Most of those who worked in the Chernobyl zone lived in the city of Slavutych. Born of the emergency caused by the Chernobyl accident of 1986, Slavutych had been intended to serve as a new Prypiat, replacing the city depopulated by radiation as the new home of the operators of the Chernobyl reactors that were still running and of personnel involved in managing the consequences of the disaster.

The city planners had chosen the site for Slavutych at the intersection of railway lines and highways in the pine forests on the left bank of the Dnieper, where there was relatively little radiation fallout. The railway line connected Slavutych with the Chernobyl nuclear power plant. It cut through Belarus, but that was of no importance: the railway bridge across the Dnieper, which connected the power plant with the new city, was already in place, and a mere 20 kilometers of Belarusian territory were no obstacle. The administrative borders of Soviet republics did not mean much at the time, and railway lines crossed them as easily as interstate highways traverse multiple American states today. It would be a different story after the collapse of the USSR and the emergence of international borders in the region.

Construction began in December 1986, the month following the completion of work on the sarcophagus covering reactor no. 4. Construction workers from various Soviet republics worked in shifts of fifteen days and lived in cruise ships moored on the Dnieper (Dnipro) River approximately 10 kilometers (6 miles) from the construction site. The city came into existence thanks to the efforts of several Soviet republics. Eight of them pooled their resources to build a model city, leaving their marks on the architecture of the districts they constructed, named after the capitals of the republics and regions from which the construction crews had come. Almost the entire geography of the former Soviet Union was represented in Slavutych, with districts named for Baku, Yerevan, Vilnius, capitals of other republics, and three districts named for the Russian cities of Moscow, Leningrad, and Belgorod.10

For the first year, the city still under construction was known as Nerafa after its railway station, which had been named for a local ravine, but in 1987 the Ukrainian authorities renamed it Slavutych, one of the Ukrainian names for the nearby Dnieper, Ukraine’s largest river. “The Dnieper is known there as the Slavuta, or glorious river,” wrote the Polish author Marcin Paszkowski in his 1615 account, Acts of the Turks and the Clashes of the Cossacks with the Tatars. The names “Slavuta” and “Slavutych” became popular in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, both were considered to have been derived from the word slava (glory). Thus, the name of the new city resonated closely not only with that of the largest Ukrainian river but also with the promise of future glory.11

The first occupants of the new apartment buildings moved into the city in March 1988. The original plan envisioned a city of some 22,000 dwellers, potentially increasing to 30,000. The first citizens of Slavutych had formerly resided in Prypiat: altogether, about 19,000 citizens of Prypiat and cleanup workers would eventually move to the new city. Even the piano for the local palace of culture was brought there from Prypiat. The city grew. In 1989, its second full year of existence, it counted more than 11,000 citizens, increasing to 27,000 by the mid-1990s. Then, with the shutdown of the last functioning Chernobyl reactor in 2000, more than 6,000 people—plant operators and their families—left the city. Its population eventually settled at 25,000.12

Slavutych, which had welcomed its first citizens slightly more than three years before the Soviet collapse, became the youngest city in Ukraine and the last to be built in the USSR. It was a Soviet city not only in date of birth but also in ethnic composition. Many of its citizens came from Russia and other republics during the last years of the Soviet Union’s existence. It was multiethnic, with representatives of forty-nine Soviet nationalities calling it home. Russians constituted 30 percent of the population in 2001, compared to 6 percent in the Kyiv region. Slavutych, with its ethnically mixed Soviet-era population and districts bearing the names of capitals of Soviet republics as well as the two Russian capitals, remained in many ways a Soviet city, the symbol of a bygone era, its citizens figuring as bearers of Soviet identity and nostalgia.13

It became a sad irony that in February 2022, Slavutych, the last Soviet city, found itself at the center of the battle between Russia and Ukraine, the two largest Soviet republics and founding members of the USSR. In the war between the much stronger Russia and the much weaker Ukraine, the city would choose the Ukrainian side.14



On February 16, 2022, Yurii Fomichev, the forty-five-year-old mayor of Slavutych, called a meeting of the city council to discuss a plan of action in case of what he described as an “emergency situation.” As he delivered his address, Fomichev wore a white surgical mask with a blue-and-yellow flag embroidered on it: COVID was very much an issue, with 900 cases registered in the city at the time. The emergency Fomichev had in mind, however, was not the COVID epidemic but the possibility of warfare.15

American and British intelligence services had identified February 16, the day of the Slavutych council meeting, as the possible date of a Russian attack. President Zelensky declared February 16 Unity Day, seeking to calm the nerves of his citizens and those of foreign investors, who were leaving the country along with the staff of Western embassies. By that time, the latter had moved from Kyiv to Central European countries adjacent to Ukraine. Zelensky’s declaration did not stop the foreigners but worked when it came to his own people.16

“Everyone was awaiting [February 16]; now it has arrived, and life is going on,” Fomichev told the members of the city council, which was broadcast by the local television station. He spoke in an assured, almost fatherly manner, but without patronizing his listeners. “Stay calm, don’t spread panic, don’t shout that the skies are closed to travel because there will be war tomorrow—that is a fake news that we received two days ago.” He then noted what many in Ukraine considered their main reason for optimism—the imminent support of Western allies. “A most powerful coalition has been formed: only the blind do not see it,” said Fomichev before instructing his listeners to beware of misinformation. “You have to think critically and use common sense against political subversion,” continued the mayor. “There are fake reports that politicians’ families have gone abroad, including the mayor of Slavutych.”

Fomichev’s purpose was not only to calm frayed nerves but also to convince his fellow citizens that he and the city council were doing everything in their power to prepare for a possible state of emergency, including an invasion. He assured his viewers that civic officials had consulted with the administration of the Chernobyl nuclear power plant and the local hospital, prepared a supply of diesel fuel to power the generators in case electricity was shut off, and identified alternative routes to bring new shifts of engineers and operators from Slavutych, where the personnel of the Chernobyl plant lived, to the plant itself. In closing, Fomichev informed his fellow citizens that the city was getting ready to defend itself





Acknowledgments

Many people helped me to research and write this book, sometimes not fully understanding what they were doing. For a long time I myself did not realize that my interest in what was going on at Chernobyl during the Russian occupation of the site would lead to this book.

My meeting in Vienna in May 2022 with Sergii Mirnyi, a former Chernobyl cleanup worker and founder of “Chornobyl University,” a Chornobyl Tour program designed to train tour guides, put me on the road leading to this book. Sergii was not only the first to tell me about the Chornobyl Tour camera working in the Chernobyl zone during the Russian invasion but also warned me to be cautious in assessing media reports about levels of irradiation of Russian soldiers in the zone. The founder of the Chornobyl Tour, Yaroslav Yemelianeko, shared with me his memories about his and his colleagues’ attempts to attract public attention to the dangers caused by the Russian occupation of the zone.

Nataliya Gumenyuk, daughter of a Ukrainian nuclear engineer, a prominent Ukrainian journalist and a key figure behind “The Reckoning Project: Ukraine Testifies,” organized by journalists to document war crimes, alerted me to the project’s program of interviewing witnesses to the Russian occupation of the Chernobyl exclusion zone. I am extremely grateful to Nataliya and her colleagues Oleksiy Radynski and Lyuba Knorozok for allowing me to use interviews conducted by project participants for this book. I am also grateful to Oleksiy, who took most of those interviews, for sharing with me the first drafts of his articles on the subject and giving me an opportunity to view his film Chornobyl 22, which is referenced in this book. Oleksiy also was one of the readers of the book manuscript and made excellent suggestions on how to improve it.

As always, my wife, Olena, read numerous versions of the manuscript and helped to improve it with her comments and advice. Special thanks go to Myroslav Yurkevich, who once again did an excellent job of editing my writing. A fellowship offered by the Slavic and Eurasian Center at Hokkaido University in Sapporo, Japan, gave me time to complete and revise the manuscript. I am especially grateful to the center’s director, Motoki Nomachi, and professors David Wolff and Yoko Aoshima, for making my stay at the center both pleasant and productive.

At the Wylie Literary Agency, Sarah Chalfant and Emma Smith supported the idea of the book from the very start and helped me convince my wonderful publishers, Casiana Ionita at Allen Lane/Penguin and John Glusman at W. W. Norton, to adjust their editing and publishing schedules to accommodate it. I am very grateful to them both for allowing it to appear shortly after the publication of my Russo-Ukrainian War.

Finally, my gratitude goes to the main characters of this book—the men and women of the Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plant, who did all they could to ensure that while Chernobyl returned to world headlines in 2022, it never came back in the same disastrous way as in 1986. They bought us time to learn, think, and react. The rest depends on us.


EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-regular.otf


EPUB/images/cover.jpg
am-
~Se

[} 2






EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-bold.otf


