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CHERNOBYL CAN HAPPEN HERE 
The nuclear industry argues that a nuclear catastrophe 
such as occurred on April 26, 1986 at the Chernobyl 
nuclear power station in Ukraine is impossible in the 
United States. These nuclear proponents say that the 
accident was a unique event unrepeatable in a U.S. 
reactor. While significant differences in both the de-
sign and construction do exist between the Cherno-
byl-style reactor and U.S. commercial power reac-
tors, a similar and potentially worse nuclear accident 
could happen here, spreading sickening and deadly 
radioactivity.  
 
1:23 AM, April 26, 1986 
Chernobyl, a RBMK water-cooled graphite moder-
ated nuclear power station just 80 miles north of 
Kiev, Ukraine, was designed to make plutonium for 
nuclear weapons and modified to also produce elec-
tricity. Similarly, the U.S. Department of Energy op-
erated a dual purpose (weapons grade plutonium and 
electricity) graphite moderated N-reactor in Hanford, 
WA which closed following the Chernobyl accident. 
The operators at Chernobyl Unit 4 were conducting a 
test procedure for on-line maintenance with the reac-
tor at low power when the reactor suddenly went out 
of control and an explosion blew the roof off of the 
reactor building, disintegrating a 1000-ton concrete 
slab that covered the reactor core. Burning graphite 
and nuclear fuel sent a plume of super hot radioactive 
smoke and gas high into the sky. The atomic fire 
burned for days before Swedish authorities alerted 
the world to the radioactive fallout that drifted on 
shifting wind patterns with heavy fallout over por-
tions of Ukraine, Belarus, Russia, Europe, Turkey 
and eventually the United States. Soviet authorities 
declared a 36-mile diameter “dead zone” surrounding 
the reactor site, still sealed by checkpoints today, and 
initiated the official evacuation of hundreds of thou-
sands of people and perhaps the permanent aban-
donment of more than 600 years of continuous hu-

man habitation around the towns of Chornobyl and 
Pripyat. Large radioactive “hot spots” extending hun-
dreds of miles away remain public health hazards 
today.  
 
Chernobyl-related Illnesses Proliferate  
While the nuclear industry and its promoters will 
admit only to the 31 immediate deaths of Soviet fire-
fighters from high dose radiation exposure, to date 
over seven million people in the former Soviet Re-
publics of Belarus, Russia and Ukraine are believed 
to have suffered medical problems and genetic dam-
age as the direct result of Chernobyl. In Ukraine 
alone, more than 2.32 million people, including 
452,000 children, have been treated for radiation-
linked illnesses, including thyroid and blood cancers 
and cancerous growths according to the Ukrainian 
Ministry of Health.1. The Swiss Medical Weekly pub-
lished the findings of the Clinical Institute of Radia-
tion Medicine and Endocrinology Research in Minsk, 
Belarus showing a 40% increase in cancer in the Bel-
arus population between 1990 and 2000. Researchers 
used data from the country’s National Cancer Regis-
try, established in 1973, comparing the post-
Chernobyl period with cancer rates before the acci-
dent.2 The ever-widening effects of the Chernobyl 
accident are more recently documented in Sweden. 
The new findings reported in the Journal of Epidemi-
ology and Community Health published by the Brit-
ish Medical Association concluded that more than 
800 cancers are being attributed to the “Chernobyl-
effect.”3 "We've tried our best to explain it in other 
ways, but we can't," a researcher at Sweden's Lin-
koeping University told the Associated Press.4 "So 
then you have to believe your data." "With every sta-
tistical method we used to look at it, we see an in-
crease (in cases) across the board. That indicates that 
it's a Chernobyl effect," he added.5  
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U.S. anti-nuclear activists Michael Mariotte and Gene Stilp in 
front of the destroyed Chernobyl reactor 
 
US Containments Can Fail, Including 22 Ameri-
can-Style Chernobyls 
It is increasingly disingenuous of the nuclear industry 
to distance itself from a potential catastrophic acci-
dent in the United States. Considerable evidence ex-
ists that currently operating U.S. reactor contain-
ments can also fail during a severe accident. A 1990 
U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) study 
of risks associated with severe reactor accidents con-
cluded that none of the five different U.S. designs it 
analyzed were capable of remaining intact during all 
severe accident scenarios.6  
 General Electric’s Boiling Water Reactor 
(BWR) design is identified with flawed and inade-
quate containment structures. In 1972, the Atomic 
Energy Commission, now NRC, discontinued the 
licensing of GE’s BWR Mark I model because of 
design and safety issues. One of NRC’s top safety 
officials, Harold Denton, told a nuclear industry con-
ference in 1985, “I don’t have the same warm feeling 
about GE containment that I do for the larger dry 
containments. There has been a lot of work done on 
these containments, but Mark I containments, espe-
cially being smaller with lower design pressure---and 
in spite of the suppression pool---if you look at the 
WASH 1400 safety study, you’ll find something like 
a 90% probability of containment failing.”7  How-
ever, twenty-two of these units remain in operation in 
the US after retrofitting their containments with a 
system to give operators the option to deliberately 
vent an accident and radioactivity to the environment 
in a last-ditch effort to save the flawed structure from 
complete rupture.  
 

Aging U.S. Reactors Increase the Risk of Acci-
dent and Breach of Containment  
In light of ongoing deterioration of safety-related 
equipment and systems, the risk of component failure 
and an accident increases as reactors get older.  In-
spection and maintenance programs do not always 
expose this deterioration before failure. U.S. Pressur-
ized Water Reactors (PWR) are also identified as 
vulnerable to failure during a variety of accident se-
quences, especially those affecting the highly pres-
surized and vitally important reactor coolant system. 
A significant number of steam generator tube fail-
ures--on the order of one every two years--have 
proven aging mechanisms, such as cracking and em-
brittlement, are difficult to detect and predict. Should 
an event such as an accident or an earthquake chal-
lenge the structural integrity of aging components, 
according to NRC, “analysis shows that if more than 
15 (steam generator) tubes rupture during a main 
steam line break, the system response could lead to 
core melting.”8  Moreover, the same NRC study cites 
“they are risk significant because the radionuclides 
are likely to bypass the reactor containment build-
ing.”9  
 
Commercial Nuclear Power as Vulnerable, Pre-
Deployed Weapons of Terrorism 
A catastrophic release of radioactivity can occur by 
intentional act. A deliberate attack or act of sabotage 
on vulnerable structures and the large inventories of 
nuclear waste stored within the reactor core and cool-
ing ponds raises significant concerns for national se-
curity. The Chernobyl reactor had only operated for 
two years before the accident contaminated millions 
of people and large tracts of land and water with ra-
dioactivity.  A typical U.S. reactor has many times 
more radioactivity than the failed Soviet reactor. The 
threat from this large inventory of radioactivity is 
identified in an April 2005 National Academy of Sci-
ences classified report to Congress. After NRC un-
successfully attempted to block release of the public 
version, the scientific report edited for security rea-
sons concluded that tens of thousands of tons of irra-
diated fuel sitting in reactor storage ponds across the 
country is vulnerable to terrorist attack.10 The conse-
quences of a successful attack could result in the 
drain down of cooling water in the fuel storage pond 
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and an intensely hot nuclear waste fire with a catas-
trophic release of radioactivity.  The Academy con-
cluded that such a nuclear waste fire “would create 
thermal plumes that could potentially transport radio-
active aerosols hundreds of miles downwind under 
appropriate atmospheric conditions.”11  
--Paul Gunter, April 2005 
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