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			The Chernobyl nuclear disaster 


			
Key information


			

					
When: 26 April 1986


					
Where: Chernobyl, Ukraine


					
Background:
	The Soviet Union’s civil nuclear programme


	The construction of the Chernobyl nuclear plant







					
Key figures:
	Mikhail Gorbachev, Russian statesman (born 1931)


	The Chernobyl nuclear plant staff (engineers and firemen)







					
Impact:
	A shock to the Soviet regime


	Human and ecological disaster


	A reassessment of the safety of nuclear power







			


			On 26 April 1986 at 1:22am, the jewel in the Soviet technological crown and symbol of communist success, the Chernobyl nuclear plant was still the biggest nuclear plant in the USSR. Just one minute later, reactor no. 4 exploded, transforming this symbol of prosperity into the nightmarish symbol of just how powerless the human race can be in the face of nuclear disaster. This Ukrainian nuclear plant situated 20 kilometres from the Belarusian border became the epicentre of a huge radioactive cloud which would affect large parts of Europe. Even today the site’s surrounding 30 kilometres are classed as an uninhabitable “no-go zone” and the contaminated areas stretch for tens of thousands of square kilometres. 


			This tragic accident was the biggest disaster the nuclear power industry has ever known, and has come to hold a particular place in the European collective imagination. The scenario has all the key elements of a crime story; a series of human errors, technology going out of control, political scandal. However, in this story the outcomes were largely unknown at the time. Nothing can be said about Chernobyl with certainty - the cause of the explosion, the people responsible, the amount of radioactive material released, the long-term effects and the true breadth of damage to human life are all shrouded in mystery. Decades on, what do we really know about Chernobyl?


			

				

					Did you know?


					The name Chernobyl is associated with more than one great 20th century tragedy. It is also the name of a Jewish village in Ukraine which was destroyed by German troops during WWII (1939-1945)


				


			


		




		

			
Background


			The USSR and its programme of nuclear development


			In October 1917, the Russian revolution precipitated the fall of the Emperor Nicholas II (1868-1918) and the Tsarist regime. The regime was replaced by a communist system and the new federal state of the USSR was founded in 1922. Only one party was in power, and it took all decisions regarding economic planning and industrial development. It has been noted that Communism was not only the basis for Soviet power but the catalyst for industrialisation and technological development across the entire country. 


			Between 1947 and 1991, the USA and the USSR were also engaged in an intense and long-winded conflict known as the Cold War. Their political and ideological opposition emerged from the Second World War and led to a seemingly endless arms race in which each country sought to establish technological superiority over the other. After producing its own atomic bomb in 1949, the USSR continued to use nuclear technology for both civilian and military purposes. In 1952, Stalin (Soviet statesman, 1878-1953) announced plans for the development of Soviet nuclear power systems. In this context, nuclear power was seen as one of, if not the, major symbols of communist power. In the mid-1960s, construction began on many new nuclear power plants; Chernobyl was one of them. As is often the case where nuclear power is involved, everything that went on inside the plants was a mystery. Considered as beacons of Soviet technology, these plants maintained an almost mythical sense of absolute reliability and safety. 


			

				

					Developing civil nuclear technology


					Enrico Fermi (Italian physicist, 1901-1954), based at the University of Chicago, was the first person to create a nuclear reactor in 1942. He started a chain reaction of major developments in the field - the first nuclear experimentation plant was established in 1951 in the USA, followed by the first civil nuclear power plant in the USSR three years later, and the first full-scale nuclear power station in Britain in 1956. 


				


			


			The Chernobyl nuclear facility


			In 1970, work began on a new power station called Chernobyl 130 kilometres north of Kiev. A town called Pripyat was built 3 kilometres from the site to house the workers and their families. The first reactor was switched on in 1977, followed by the second one year later, the third in 1971 and the fourth - which would be destroyed in the explosion - in December 1983. With its multiple reactors, Chernobyl became the most important nuclear power station in the USSR. It seems that even this was insufficient, and construction soon began on two more nuclear reactors. 
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