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                        “The Rs 1000crore uranium mining project in Meghalaya has been stalled 
                          since one and half decade due to protests from locals and organizations 

who have apprehended health and environmental hazards. According to 
Uranium Corporation of India Limited, there could be 3,75,000 tonnes 
of uranium deposits in Meghalaya.”

    " We will oppose it. They can kill us; 
                 instead of killing us by uranium 
                     and suffering for so many days,
    let them kill us at the moment. 

              My people will not allow. "
                                                 

                  Hoping Stone Lyngdoh, Deputy Chief Minister, Meghalaya,   NDTV, January 24, 2009



There is intense opposition to the uranium 
mining   project   in   the   West   Khasi   Hills  
district   of   Meghalaya.   Yet   the   state  
government   and   central   institutions   in  
charge  of  nuclear  energy  are   intent  upon 
continuing with the project.

The  relatively  peaceful  state  of  Meghalaya 
(“abode  of  clouds”)  in  the  trouble-torn  north-
eastern region of India is uneasy these days due 
to  a  proposed  uranium  mining  project  in  the 
West Khasi Hills district. On June 12 of this year, 
a  public  hearing  to  discuss  the  environmental 
impact  of  the  project  was  held  in  Nongbah 
Jynrin, West Khasi Hills. 

According to the Environmental Notification of 
2006,  the  purpose  of  such  a  hearing  is  to 
ascertain  the  views  of  “concerned  persons 
having  a  plausible  stake  in  the  environmental 
aspects of the project or activity”. These aspects 
are supposed to be laid out in the Environmental 
Impact  Assessment  (EIA).  But,  contrary  to  the 
norms laid out in the notification, the  EIA was 
not  available  to  the  public  either  in electronic 
form  or  in  paper  form  at  various  designated 
government  offices.  Nor  was  its  executive 
summary available on the state Pollution Control 
Board’s  web  site,  as  stipulated  in  the  norms, 
since  such  a  web site  does  not  exist  to  start 
with.

Nevertheless,  enough  was  known  about  the 
problems arising from uranium mining for many 
in  the  state  to  resist  the  project.  One  of  the 
leaders  of  the  opposition,  the  powerful  Khasi 
Students Union (KSU), called a 36 hour bandh. 
Despite the government’s efforts to thwart the 
strike, for example by directing all government 
employees to attend office [Anonymous 2007], 
the  bandh was  largely  successful.  The  public 
hearing  was  held  in  the  middle  of  this  strike. 
About  700  people  attended  the  meeting;  a 
majority  of  them were  opposed to  the  project 
[Correspondent 2007].1 

Despite  this  opposition  it  appears  that 
authorities are bent upon proceeding with the 
uranium mining project. The state government’s 
response to public opposition has been to set up 
an  all-party  committee  to  try  and  achieve 
consensus on mining [Singh 2007]. The Uranium 
Corporation  of  India  (UCIL),  for  its  part,  has 
announced  that  it  will  be  investing  Rs  2,000 
crore in mining projects in Andhra Pradesh and 
Meghalaya, even though the Meghalaya project 
has  not  received  environmental  clearance 
[Sinha 2007]. 

Motivations and Impacts

The stakes involved are high. The proponent of 
the project is the UCIL which is currently unable 
to supply the fuel material required to run the 
Nuclear  Power  Corporation’s  atomic  reactors 
[Subramaniam 2007]. India has been unable to 
import uranium because of the rules of the 44-
member  Nuclear  Suppliers  Group  of  countries 
that manage international nuclear trade with a 
view  to  preventing  proliferation.  Trying  to 
circumvent these rules and importing uranium 
has been a major  motivation for  the  US India 
nuclear  agreement  [Mian  and  Ramana  2005]. 
Thus far  uranium has been mined only  in the 
Jaduguda  area  in  Singhbhum,  Jharkhand.  But 
production from that area is no longer capable 
of  keeping  up  with  the  growing  number  of 
nuclear  power stations.  Some nuclear  reactors 
have been shut down partly because of the lack 
of uranium [PTI 2007].

  Outside of the Singhbhum area, Meghalaya is 
said to have the largest reserves of uranium in 
India.  Meghalaya’s  minister  for  mining  and 
geology announced in the legislative assembly 
on June 21, 2004 that the state has 9.22 million 
tonnes of ore. Given the quality of ore expected, 
that should yield about 9,500 tonnes of uranium 
[NENA 2006]. It is not surprising therefore that R 
M  Sinha,  director  of  the  Atomic  Minerals 
Directorate  (AMD),  would  state,  “Our  main 
concentration  now,  after  Singhbhum,  is  on 
Meghalaya” [Subramanian 2006]. 
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  The saga of uranium in Meghalaya began with 
extensive explorations carried out by the AMD in 
the  1980s  [NEA 1994:  157].  In  1990,  AMD 
confirmed  the  presence  of  a  rich  vein  of 
uranium.  Soon  there  was  talk  of  setting  up  a 
mine  and  mill  during  the  Eighth  Plan  period 
(1992-97) with a capa city of 250 tonnes/year 
[ToI 1993].  By the mid-1990s,  uranium mining 
had  become  a  subject  of  debate  in  the 
Meghalaya legislative assembly. According to S 
K Malhotra of the DAE, “UCIL is trying its best to 
start  mining  since  1998”  in  Meghalaya 
[Correspondent 2006]. In June 2006, Ramendra 
Gupta of  UCIL announced that the “road to the 
mining area had already been constructed” and 
that mining would start “next year” pending a 
clearance  from  the  environment  ministry  [PTI 
2006].

  Uranium deposits  occur  along  the  southern 
fringe of the Meghalaya plateau, in Domiasiat, 
Wahkyn  and  Tyrnai.  They  occur  amidst  sand 
stone  at  a  shallow  depth  below  the  surface. 
These deposits have an average grade of about 
0.10 per cent (U3O8). In other words, to obtain 
each kilogram of uranium, a thousand kilograms 
of ore will  have to be processed at a uranium 
milling plant. The bulk of it will be discarded as 
waste. These wastes, usually called mill tailings, 
are contaminated with toxic heavy metals, such 
as  molybdenum,  arsenic,  and  vanadium,  and 
with  radioactive  materials,  principally 
thorium-230  and  radium-226.  The  radium-226 
decays  into  radioactive  radon  gas  which  can 
spread to considerable distances through the air 

[Eisenbud  and  Gesell  1997].  Epidemiologic 
studies of underground miners from around the 
world have conclusively shown that inhalation of 
radon increases the risk of lung-cancer; there is 
supporting evidence from experimental studies 
of  animals  and  from  molecular  and  cellular 
studies [BEIR 1999].

Many of the other non-gaseous contaminants 
can  affect  the  health  of  populations  through 
groundwater and locally grown food products. At 
virtually  all  US uranium  milling  sites,  tailings 
have contaminated the groundwater according 
to  the  US.  Environmental  Protection  Agency; 
once contaminated, “the chance of returning an 
aquifer  to premining water quality is  minimal” 
according  to  the  US Nuclear  Regulatory 
Commission [Makhijani et al 1995: 121]. 

  The leftover tailings are usually stored in tailing 
dams,  which  are  subject  to  the  risk  of  dam 
failures due to earthquakes or strong rains. Such 
failures  have  repeatedly  occurred  all  over  the 
world. For example, there was a spill involving 
1,000 tonnes of contaminated sediment and 370 
million  litres  of  contaminated water  in  Church 
Rock, New Mexico, US, in July 1979 [Wasserman 
and Solomon 1982].2 An example closer home is 
an  accident  that  occurred  on  December  24, 
2006  near  Jaduguda  when  one  of  the  pipes 
carrying  radioactive  wastes  from  the  uranium 
mill  to  a  tailing pond burst,  and thousands of 
liters of radioactive waste spilled into a nearby 
creek  for  nine  hours  before  the  flow  of  the 
radioactive waste was shut off. Rather than treat 
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the matter with the seriousness it deserves, DAE 
officials  have  merely  called  it  a  “small  leak”, 
adding that it was of no risk to anyone [Krishnan 
2007]. 

Uranium mining and milling have extracted a 
toll on public health the world over. This is best 
illustrated by the experience at Jaduguda area, 
where  increased  incidences  of  births  with 
congenital  deformities  and  other  undesirable 
outcomes  has  been  widely  reported 
[Rahmanand Basu 1999;  Tiwari  1999;  Sonowal 
and  Jojo  2003;  Gadekar,  Shreekumar  and 
Gadekar  in  preparation].  Increases  in  birth 
defects, stillbirths, and other adverse outcomes 
of pregnancy have been reported in the case of 
the Shiprock uranium mining area in US are well 
[Shields et al 1992]. Similarly an excess risk of 
leukaemia mortality was observed in the vicinity 
of  uranium  mills  in  Spain  [López-Abente, 
Aragonés  and  Pollán  2001].  Much  better 
documented  are  the  occupational  health 
impacts on uranium miners, especially increased 
incidence  of  lung  cancer  [BEIR 1988,  1999; 
UNSCEAR 2000]. There is no reason to believe 
that  uranium-related  activities  in  Meghalaya 
would  cause  any  less  damage  to  public  and 
occupational health. 

Land, Forests, Livelihoods

Meghalaya  is  a  tiny  state  with  total 
geographical area of 22,429 sq km and with a 
population of 23,18,822 persons (2001 Census). 
Situated on the Shillong plateau, Meghalaya is a 
conglomeration  of  eroded  surfaces.  Its 
prominent  topographic features are  Garo Hills, 
Khasi  Hills  and  Jaintia  Hills.  The  state  is 
traditionally inhabited by indigenous groups like 
the  khasi,  jaintia,  garo  and  mikir.  These 
indigenous  populations  (tribals)  constitute  86 
per cent of state’s total population. The state is 
divided into  seven administrative  districts  and 
they are (1) Jaintia Hills  district,  (2) East Garo 
Hills, (3) West Garo Hills district, (4) East Khasi 
Hills district, (5) West Khasi Hills district, (6) Ri-
Bhoi district, and (7) South Garo Hills district. 

In  Meghalaya,  the  forest  and  land  are 
managed by the respective district  councils  of 
Khasi  Hills,  Jaintia  Hills  and  Garo  Hills  as  per 
provisions  of  the  “sixth  schedule”  of  the 
Constitution of India which vest more rights to 
the tribal land-holders. Of the state’s estimated 
total forest land area of 8,514 sq km, only 993 

sq km is directly under the control of the forest 
department. In other parts of the north-east too, 
the government controls only a small portion of 
the total forest land. 

The indigenous people have strong traditional 
systems for land use and forest management. In 
the  Khasi  Hills,  various  categories  of  forests 
exist, each of which is managed according to old 
customs  of  khasis.  The  customary  pattern  of 
management of forests was determined by the 
nature of ownership over the forest resources.3 

  Before the enactment of the Constitution, the 
Khasi  Hills  were  a  conglomeration  of  petty 
states,  semi-independent  in  character,  and 
governed  by  local  tribal  chieftains, viz,  the 
‘syiens’, ‘lyngdohs’,  ‘wahadars’  and  ‘sirdars’. 
These  chiefs  had  administrative  as  well  as 
judicial powers. But according to the customary 
laws, he could perform no act of any importance 
without  first  consulting  and  obtaining  the 
approval of his durbar, thus limiting possibilities 
of autocracy. “The council had powers to make 
laws of allotment, occupation, use or the setting 
apart of land for the purpose of agriculture or 
grazing  or  for  residential  or  other  non-
agricultural  purposes or for  any other purpose 
likely  to  promote  the  interests  of  the 
inhabitants.  In  exercise  of  these  powers,  the 
district council very soon made certain laws and 
regulations relating to land matters” [Das 1968: 
184]. 
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  There is every danger that uranium mining, as 
well  as  other  kinds  of  mining,  would seriously 
affect  the  indigenous  livelihood  system. 
Indigenous  people  are  traditionally  self-
sufficient, relying on products from forests, and 
with distinct cultural identities. Their culture and 
livelihood are  intrinsically  linked with  the  land 
and forests. As a result, any threat to land and 
forests is not merely an economic issue but also 
constitutes an attack on their identity. This has 
been seen in other sites of uranium mining as 
well.  For  example,  in  the  US,  some  native 
American peoples have been seriously affected 
[Eichstaedt 1994]. Within India, those paying the 
price  for  uranium  mining  in  Jaduguda  largely 
belong to the indigenous Santhal Munda, and Ho 
tribes.

A  related  concern  has  been that  of  a  large-
scale  influx  of  non-indigenous  people  into  the 
region.  As  the  Meghalaya  People’s  Human 
Rights Council (MPHRC) expressed “The illiterate 
and semi-literate indigenous Khasi will be forced 
to move out of their homes and landholdings to 
be  supplanted  by  technologically  advanced 
communities from outside the state. The mining 
township will  become like military cantonment 
prohibited to all local people. This will upset the 
demographic  structure  of  the  areas,  and 

ultimately  of  the  entire  state,  thus  not  only 
rendering us a minority but also reducing us to 
the level of unwanted outsiders in our own land. 
This will have a fatal and tragic impact upon our 
small Khasi microscopic community.”
  Even in the absence of uranium mining, there 
has  been  opposition  to  inmigration.  In  recent 
decade,  the  state  witnessed  insurrection  of 
insurgent  movement  like  the  Hynniewtrep 
National Liberation Council (HNLC) in Khasi Hills 
area and Aachik National Volunteer Force (ANVF) 
from among the garo community. These two in-
surgent  groups  have  contributed  decisively  in 
creating a “law and order” problem in the state. 
With the commencement of mining, one would 
expect only more social unrest and conflict.

Matters of State

The  present  proposed  project  requires  351 
hectares but about 72 other villages are said to 
come within a 20 kilometre radius of the project 
[Mitra 2007]. In order for the project go forward, 
all  the  required  land  acquisition  “needs  to  be 
ratified  by  the  entire  clan  or  the  individual 
owner”. In view of the opposition to the project 
mentioned  earlier,  it  should  not  be  surprising 
that such ratification has not been forthcoming. 
Some have argued that: “To mine in Meghalaya, 
DAE will have to change the provision of the VI 
Schedule of the Constitution” [Dias 2005].

And yet the state has been actively promoting 
uranium  mining.  In  October  2005,  Meghalaya 
chief minister D D Lapang reportedly told a top 
UCIL official that UCIL should convince the local 
people  about  accepting  the  projects  and 
conducting  public  awareness  programmes and 
build a consensus [Subramanian 2006]. But the 
organisation  faces  a  real  credibility  problem. 
UCIL’s  claim that  uranium mining  will  be  safe 
has not been accepted by the public at  large. 
The majority of the population of the state does 
not perceive the project as being beneficial and 
is  against  mining.  Evidence  of  this  opposition 
was the overwhelming support for the strike and 
statewide bandh in June 2007 at the time of the 
public  hearing.  The  price  for  leading  the 
opposition has been paid by the  KSU: many of 
its  members  have  been  arrested  under 
draconian Meghalaya Preventive Detention Act 
(minimum punishment is a three-year jail term). 

None of this bodes well for democracy. “If the 
majority of residents in the area surrounding the 
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uranium mines are strongly  against  its  mining 
because of radiation and other hazards then it 
would be fair to assume that the government of 
the day would abide by the peoples’ wishes. But 
in…India…uranium is  a strategic mineral  [and] 
hence the property of the state. So up to what 
extent can the people of Meghalaya resist the 
mining of this contentious ore is the moot point” 
[Mukhim 2007]. Going ahead with the project in 
the  face  of  people’s  resistance  is  bound  to 
increase  the  feelings  of  alienation  already 
characterising much of the north-east.

Conclusions

The proposal for a uranium mining project in 
Meghalaya  has  been  the  subject  of  a  raging 
debate  ever  since  the  idea  was  first  mooted. 
Over the years, the project has attracted strong 
opposition  from  the  indigenous  people  of  the 
state,  student  bodies,  activists,  and 
environmentalists.  The  public  debate  has 
justifiably  focused  on  the  health  hazards 
associated with uranium mining.  However,  the 
social,  cultural,  and  political  fallouts  of  the 
project might well be just as important. 

Notes

1 Among  them  was  the  Meghalaya 
People’s  Human  Rights  Council  (MPHRC), 
which  had  to  resort  to  a  public  interest 
litigation so as to be allowed to participate. 

2 To add insult to injury, in a land largely 
inhabited  by  indigenous  Navajos,  the 
response  of  the  mining  company  (United 
Nuclear) was to post warning signs in English; 
the  signs  also  did  not  deter  livestock  from 
drinking water [Gilles 1996].

3 The  traditional  land  use  system  in 
khasi community: (a) private forest (Rikynti, Ri 
Sumar):  these  forests  are  owned  by  an 
individual  or  family.  The  owner  is  free  to 
manage  and  use  the  forests  as  he  or  she 
desires.  (b)  Village  forest  (Adong,  Shnong): 
the  village  forest  is  most  important  forest 
reserved  by  the  villages  as  a  whole.  This 
forest is used by all bona fide members of a 
village. However, the use of timber and other 
forest  produce  were  restricted  only  to  do-
mestic  consumption  and  no  commercial 
transaction  is  allowed.  These  forests  were 
managed by the ‘sirdars’ or headman with the 

help  of  the  village  ‘durbar’  (the  durbar  is 
bodies  which  enforce  customary  legislation 
and  deals  with  administrative  matters).  (c) 
Clan forest (Kur):  in this category the forest 
and the land are owned by one clan or more. 
(d) Community forest (Raid): these forests are 
under  the  management  and  control  of  the 
syiems  but  every  member  of  the  particular 
area has the right to use the forest products.
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“ We want the Union government to respect the wishes of the Meghalaya people by canceling the 
proposed uranium project. We strongly urge the government not to adopt any measures of 
inducements, coercion, intimidation and force against the people who are demanding the 
guarantees for the safety and security of the generations to come"

  Khasi Students Union's representation to the Prime Minister of India  
“The Hindu” Tuesday, January 6, 2009
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In the News

“ Kazakhstan President Nursultan Nazarbayev, was the chief guest for the 
60th Republic Day celebrations.

During a four-day visit to India by Kazakh president Nursultan Nazarbayev, a 
memorandum of understanding (MoU) was signed in New Delhi on 24 
January between KazAtomProm and Nuclear Power Corp of India Ltd (NPCIL). 
The MoU was signed by Moukhtar Dzhakishev, president of KazAtomProm, 
and Sreyans Kumar Jain, chairman of NPCIL.

Under the agreement, 120 tonnes of uranium will be imported from 
Kazakhsatan by NPCIL every year for 5 years.

The first of the imported uranium is likely to be used for the newly 
constructed Rajasthan Atomic Power Plants units 5 and 6.

In a statement, KazAtomProm said: "The signed MoU reflects the interest of 
the two companies in joint cooperation on a wide variety of nuclear energy 
subjects, including mining for natural uranium, deliveries of Kazakh natural 
uranium products for Indian nuclear industry, and personnel training."

It added, "The document also states KazAtomProm's expressed interest in 
working towards a feasibility study on the subject of nuclear power projects 
in Kazakhstan on the basis of Indian pressurized heavy water reactor (PHWR) 
designs.

In another agreement, Oil and Natural Gas Corporation Videsh Limited (OVL) 
and its partner company Mittal Energy Limited signed a deal with 
Kazakhstan’s state owned KazMunai Gas to take a 25 per cent stake in 
Kazakhstan’s prospective Satpayev oil field in the Caspian Sea. 

Kazakhstan had initially identified the Satpayev and Makhambet blocks in 
the Caspian Sea for giving a 50 per cent stake in one of them to OVL. Later it 
reduced the stake on offer to 25 per cent on condition that the Indian 
flagship will team up with steel baron Lakshmi N Mittal for entry. 
KazMunaiGas will hold the remaining 75 per cent stake in Satpayev. "
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Oh Kazakhstan... Where are you heading?

Kazakhstan's landmass is 83% that of India...but, its population is just 1.46% of India's population!

Between 1963 and 2000 India had produced about 

5 million tons of radioactive waste.

Kazakhstan had produced about 

240 million tons of radioactive waste between 1950-1990!

Kazakhstan does not possess a comprehensive legal, administrative and a technical  Infrastructure to 

safely handle and store/dispose its past and the present nuclear wastes. It is in this background, the 

Kazakh-Indian Nuclear Deal has been signed on 24 January 2009.

In the period between 2002 and 2007, world uranium production had grown by 5216 tons. 

Kazakhstan had contributed 74% to this increase! Australia claimed 34%. All other countries of the 

world put together had contributed just 2% to this increase. The reason for Kazakhstan outperforming 

all others was due to the very lenient licensing procedures followed for establishing  new mines. The 

most important criteria to get a mining license in Kazakhstan was to get close to its corrupt 

President Nursultan Nazerbayev!

Increased uranium mining in Kazakhstan from 1997-2008 had produced a radioactive tailing of 21 

million tons; by 2018, this is bound to increase by 100 million tons.

About 80% of the total Uranium produced now comes from the mines located in South Kazakhstan. 

More and more mines are being opened up in that region now. They all use “In Situ Leaching 

method” to mine Uranium. This method has been proved to cause irreparable damage to the 

underground aquifers.

Kazakhstan is a water deficit country. The whole country uses underground water predominantly for 

its drinking water purposes. South Kazakhstan possesses 50% of this total underground water. 100% 

of the drinking water need of South Kazakhstan is fulfilled by these underground aquifers.

The mad rush on the part of Kazakh Government to become the world leader in Uranium mining by 

2010 is bound to cause an irreparable damage to all these aquifers. 

This disaster is bound to out do the 20th Century Kazakh environmental disasters of the Aral Sea 

and Semipalatinsk! Extensive damage to the Kazakh underground aquifer system in addition  to the 

skyrocketing radioactive waste buildup 

is bound to become the World's worst environmental disaster of the 21st Century!
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India has signed a deal to buy 
uranium from Kazakhstan on 24 
January 2009. It has also been 
said that India would invest in 
uranium mines of that country. 
ONGC and Mittal combine have 
also signed a deal to take 25% 
share in the prospective caspian 
oil field at central kazakhstan 
Satpayev. 

It is a well known fact that the 
Mittal Steel Company that owns 
coal mines and a large steel 
plant in Karaganda region of 
Kazakhstan is one of the worst 
polluters of that country. It has 
also been accused of having paid 
millions of dollars as bribe to the 
corrupt Kazakh President to buy 
these public sector mines and 
Steel Plant at throw away prices 
in 1995.

This paper analyses the possible 
impact of the Indo-Kazakh 
nuclear deal on the Kazakh 
people, who happen to be the 
worst sufferers of the Atomic 
Era. 

Soviet induced misery 

Kazakhstan has the world's second 
largest uranium reserves. Currently, 
Kazakhstan is the world's third largest 

uranium exporter - after Australia and 
Canada. At 1.5 million tons, it holds 
roughly 19 percent of the world's 
uranium reserves. More than 50 percent 
of Kazakh reserves are suitable for 
extraction by in-situ leaching. This is a 
cheap method but one that could 
pollute ground water aquifers 
irreversibly compared to the other 
methods of extracting uranium.

More than 100 uranium mineralisation 
deposits are located in Kazakhstan's 
territory. Forty of them are commercial 
deposits. The Soviets discovered the 
first economic uranium deposit in 
Kazakhstan at Kurday in the South 
Kazakhhstan in 1954. For ore processing 
of this deposit and for the other south 
kazakh mines the Kirgiz Production 
Center was created in 1959. Further 
discovery of uranium deposits and their 
extraction led to the establishment of 
three more mine-ore combines with in 
the territory of Kazakhstan. 

They were: 

1) Pri Caspian Combine – in the West 
Kazakhstan

 2) Tselinny Combine in the North and 

3) Ulba Combine in the East. 
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Uranium Mining in Kazakhstan 
and the Call of the Nightingale 

Mangai Neelakesi



By the time the Soviet Union 
disintegrated in 1991, these Mines and 
Combines had formed about 235 million 
tons of  radioactive rock dumps and 
tailings. During the operation of these 
enterprises some reclamation works 
was carried out but most remained un 
rehabilitated.

The former USSR had no legislative base 
for radioactive waste management. All 
work was carried out through 
departmental instructions. In 1992, the 
newly independent Kazakhstan enacted 
the law “On Using Atomic Energy” and a 
Draft Law “On Radioactive Waste 
Management”. They were regulatory 
codes on decommissioning and 
reclamation of production areas. Several 
projects for the reclamation of areas 
with mining and milling radwastes were 
established. However, all of them 
remained only in  paper; none of them 
were pursued. The Kazakh Government 
said that it did not have the necessary 
money to implement these projects. 

The first document regarding 
radioactive waste in Kazakhstan was the 
“Regulation on the use of Atomic 
Energy, Radioactive Waste and Spent 
Nuclear Fuel Management ” adopted by 
Resolution No:364 of 11 April 1994. On 
the basis of this Regulation, a 
radioactive waste management system 
was created in Kazakhstan. The 
Government of Kazakhstan, by a special 
decree, assigned the responsibilities for 
radwaste management (including mine 
and milling wastes) to the state owned 
company Kazatomprom. However, no 
money was allotted by the Government 
to Kazatomprom for completing this 
work. The radioactive wastes from the 
Soviet era were simply left to the the 
Nature to be taken care of! 

Impact of the President's mindset 
on Kazatomprom

Kazatomprom is the present State 
Agency responsible for the country's 
nuclear energy. It was formed in the 
year 1997. It had replaced the earlier 
State nuclear agency KATEP. It was 
formed when Kazakhstan was 
witnessing a mad rush on the part of the 
Kazakh President Nursultan Nazerbayev 
to sell all its mega industries to any 
private operators from abroad. (Many 
international investigations have since 
proved that the President and his 
relatives have personally benefited from 
these mass sale mela of the country's 
public enterprises. Some analysts have 
liked to call these contracts and joint 
ventures as “the Sale of the 20th 

Century.”) To pass on his own diseased 
mindset of endless craving to amass 
wealth at  any cost to the  Kazakh 
Atomic establishment, Nazerbayev 
personally hand picked one of his 
daughter's friends, Mukhtar Dzhakishev, 
a shoe salesman who later became a 
car dealer to now become the 
Kazatomprom's President. Shrouded by 
the President's mindset, only one motto 
seemed practically possible for Mukhtar 
the Chief: “Work ONLY for personal 
PROFIT! Ignore any work that needs 
spending money for the sake of others - 
even if it means the neglect of 
professional responsibilities!”

From the very first year of 
Kazatomprom's inception, uranium 
production started increasing. It stood 
at 1752 tons in 1999.  By 2008 it had 
increased 11 times the 1997 value. 
Seduced by the increasing prices of 
uranium in 2007, Kazatomprom became 
hysterical! It jumped immediately to 
announce its very ambitious production 

01 FEBRUARY 2009                                                            11                  NUCLEAR FREE INDIA    VOL.1, ISSUE 4 



01 FEBRUARY 2009                                                            12                  NUCLEAR FREE INDIA    VOL.1, ISSUE 4 



plan for the near future. It said that it 
would market 11900 tons of uranium by 
the year 2009. This would be increased 
to 15,400 tons by 2010. It would reach 
a value of  30,000 tons by the year 
2018. By then, it said,, it would be the 
world leader! 

What it forgot to say was that all these 
mining and milling activities would 
increase the radwaste burden that 
Kazakhstan was already experiencing. 
The sum total uranium produced for the 
period 1997-2008 was  41,177 tons. 
This was responsible for the creation of 
a radioactive tailing of 21 Million Tons! 
For 2009 and 2010 Kazatomprom has 
plans to produce an additional 6879 
tons of uranium, which means the 
radioactive tailing would increase by 
another 4 Million Tons within these 2 
years itself. If by 2018, Kazatomprom 
happens to realise its production goal of 
30,000 tons, the first 8 years of the next 
decade itself would have produced at 
least 2 Lakh tons of uranium. This would 
have generated an additional 
radioactive tailing burden of about 100 
million tons!

In order to understand the real nature of 
Kazatomprom's mining practices, it 
would be helpful to compare its 
production volume with that of  the 
uranium companies belonging to other 
countries. In the period between 2002 
and 2007, World Uranium production 
had registered a growth of 5216 tons. 
98% of this increase was due to 
increased uranium supply from just 2 
countries. Kazakhstan was the topper 
responsible for almost 74% of the 
increased production! Australia was the 
other country contributing 24% of the 
total increase.(World Nuclear 
Association Data). The reason why 

Kazatomprom could out beat the runner 
by a margin of about 7000 pounds was 
due to the very lenient mining licencing 
procedures followed in the present 
Kazakhstan. The only criteria required to 
get a mining license in Kazakhstan is to 
find some one close to the Kazakh 
President. *

Ambitions beyond Uranium Ore

Kazakhstan has not stopped with the 
initial stages of uranium mining and 
milling; it transports its yellow cake to 
Russia for gasification and enrichment. 
The next stage of producing fuel pellets 
is carried out in Kazakhstan itself at the 
Ulba Metal Industry located in Ust 
Kaemenogorsk. The fuel pellets are then 
returned  to Russia for the final 
production of fuel rods.

Joint projects between the two countries 
include construction of a gas centrifuge 
enrichment plant (with the first phase to 
be completed by 2011) next to existing 
Russian facilities in Angarsk, Siberia. 
The new enrichment facility, which 
Kazatomprom has a 50 percent stake in, 
will produce 5 million separative work 
units (SWU) annually by 2013 or about 
757,863 kilograms of low-enriched 
uranium.  Kazakhstan will have priority 
for buying SWU from the Angarsk plant, 
while Russia will have priority access to 
tons of raw Kazakh uranium.

The International Uranium Enrichment 
Center (IUEC), also at Angarsk, is 
another important Russian-Kazakh 
collaboration that will provide countries 
without fuel-cycle capacity access to 
nuclear fuel. It began operating in 
September 2007 and currently pairs 
Russia's Techsnabexport, the export arm 
of Moscow's nuclear complex, with 
Kazatomprom--although Techsnabexport 
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possesses a much larger stake (90 
percent total) in IUEC. The distribution 
of ownership will change as new IUEC 
members acquire some of Russia's 
share. A memorandum of understanding 
has been signed with Ukraine; Armenia 
is in the process of joining; and Mongolia 
and South Korea have expressed strong 
interest, according to a statement by 
Rosatom, Russia's atomic energy 
agency. Fuel production is planned to 
start by late 2008.

But Kazakhstan isn't relying solely on its 
partnership with Russia. It is actively 
pursuing deals with other countries also. 
Cameco, a Canadian company, is 
studying the feasibility of building a 
uranium oxide to uranium hexafluoride 
conversion facility at the Ulba Metal 
Plant of Ust-Kamenogorsk. This, if 
completed, will allow one more stage of 
fuel fabrication (conversion into gas) to 
occur inside Kazakhstan.

Japan's entrance into the Kazakh 
uranium market was solidified in 
October 2007 when Kazatomprom 
acquired 10 percent of Westinghouse 
Electric Corporation from Toshiba for 
$540 million. As a result, Westinghouse 
gained access to Kazakh uranium and 
potentially more fuel fabrication 
capacity; in return, Kazatomprom 
gained access to the world nuclear fuel 
market. Toshiba-Westinghouse Electric 
will become Kazatomprom's technical 
partner in the production of fuel 
assemblies. Construction of a fuel 
assembly production facility at Ust-
Kamenogorsk will be completed in 2011 
or 2012 and will allow Kazakhstan to 
produce the final product (fuel 
assemblies). It is expected to increase 
Kazakhstan's 1 percent share of Japan's 
uranium market to 30 or 40 percent by 
2010, making it one of Japan's largest 

suppliers. 

In April 2007, Marubeni Corporation of 
Japan purchased a stake in a 
Kazatomprom uranium mine. In 
addition, Toshiba pledged to help 
Kazakhstan build nuclear power plants, 
and the Japanese delegation agreed to 
provide Kazakhstan with technological 
assistance for processing uranium fuel 
and building reactors.

Kazakhstan's cooperation with China 
also grew in the year 2007. In May that 
year, Kazatomprom and China 
Guangdong Nuclear Power Group 
(CGNPG) concluded a deal to produce 
nuclear fuel for China's developing 
nuclear power sector. Four months later, 
Kazatomprom, CGNPG, and the China 
National Nuclear Corporation agreed to 
establish a joint mining venture to 
exploit Kazakh uranium deposits. All 
natural uranium mined by the venture 
will be delivered to China in the form of 
nuclear fuel. According to Dzhakishev, 
Kazatomprom will start supplying fuel 
pellets and yellowcake to Beijing in two 
years and start selling nuclear fuel by 
2013, bypassing China's traditional fuel 
suppliers such as Areva, a French 
company. Kazatomprom and China are 
discussing plans to work together on 
fuel assembly production in the future.

All these projects when completed 
would generate still more radioactive 
waste. They would be left unattended 
like the previous radwaste dumps.  

Barren at heart, Tricky in mind – the 
Kazakh President

In 2001, Kazatomprom broke its silence 
over the millions of tons of nuclear 
waste left unattended. It said, that an 
amount of $1.1 billion would be required 
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for the safe disposal of this waste. It was 
due to the lack of money with the 
Government over the last decade, that 
the issue of radioactive waste 
management was not implemented, it 
claimed. Finally, it went on to propose a 
novel solution for earning the much 
required funds.

“Importing radioactive wastes for a fee” 
from the space limited countries like 
U.K., France and Germany and dumping 
them in the abandoned uranium mines 
of Kazakhstan would be a very practical 
option, it suggested. It cited thee 
Russian Government's nod for such an 
import the previous year. This import 
could bring in an income of $20-40 
billion, it announced. As Kazakhstan is a 
vast country, nothing dangerous is 
bound to happen, it explained.

However, the people of Kazakhstan 
were panicked. Tortured by the Aral Sea 
and the Semipaltinsk Experiments of the 
Soviet Era, they felt that this might well 
sink Kazakhstan in to yet another 
irrecoverable disaster. Intellectuals and 
NGOs coming from the background of 
the Neveda-Semipalatinisk anti nuclear 
movement protested. People living in 
and around the many abandoned 
uranium mines were worried and joined 
the struggle. Sensing that this agitation 
might spread across the country and 
might well become another 
Semipalatinsk Movement, the President 
hastily withdrew the proposal in 2003.

Nazerbayev had been hoodwinking the 
Kazakh people over the past 18 years 
about the shortage of funds for the safe 
disposal of the country's rad waste. In 
the meantime, commissions and 
kickbacks he had received during the 
mass sale of Kazakh Public Enterprises 

in the 90s were making him and his 
family members one among the richest 
people in the world. Licensing oil fields 
and the mineral wealth  of the nation to 
Global Corporations and individuals 
have made them rich beyond 
comparison. Still, his craving for money 
and power knows no end. 

He hates anyone within Kazakhstan who 
dares to bring the information on the 
personal riches he has accumulated by 
looting the country's wealth into 
limelight. Fighting him on corruption 
charges within the country requires an 
extraordinary courage on the part of the 
individual. Still, hundreds Kazakhs have 
tried it over the past one and a half 
decade and  have either lost their lives 
or the lives of their dear ones or have 
been chased into exile.

He is a shrewed opportunist. A power 
monger to the core, he is vigilant at all 
times looking for the possible 
opportunities that would increase or 
strengthen his power. He is always 
awake to the dangerous situations that 
would destabilize him. For almost four 
decades now he has remained the 
number one professional political 
acrobat of all Central Asia. Till his barren 
heart and tricky mind are allowed to rule 
the country, the land of Kazakhstan 
would see no lasting solution to its 
present disaster in the making.

Living with the radioactive wastes

Investigations done in the early 1990s 
have revealed that over 100 sites were 
contaminated with radioactive wastes. 
Out of these 100 sites 22 were having 
more than 10,000 tons of radioactive 
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wastes each. The wastes in these 22 
sites amounted to about 98% of the 
radioactive waste in Kazakhstan. Out of 
these 22 sites, 6 sites were chosen for 
closer inspection. Kyzyl and Kosachinoe 
Deposits were exploration wastes; 
Kurday and Botaburum were mining 
sites;  Pricaspian and Ulba combines 
had tailing accumulations. Of these 
Kyzyl, Botaburum and Pricaspian sites 
are located in a zone with precipitation 
less than 300 mm/year and Kosachinoe, 
Kurday and Ulba combine – of more than 
300 mm/year. 

Radiometric survey, lithochemical 
sampling, water sampling, vegetation 
sampling, aerosol sampling and radon 
measurements were carried out at all 
the above 6 sites. Lithochemical 
sampling and radiometric 
measurements gave an idea about the 
4external radioactive dose received. 
Water and air sampling allowed an 
assessment of the internal dose 
received due to water and food intake. 

The soil and vegetation sampling 
showed that the radionucleide 
concentration for the area contaminated 
by the dump materials exceeds the 
maximum permissible concentration. 
Higher radioactivity was found at the 
Kosachinoe Deposit site (44500 Bq/kg in 
soil and 1500 Bq/kg in the vegetations) 
where re cultivation is not yet finished 
or was not carried out in a proper 
manner.In all the other sites, the waste 
dumps showed gamma activity 
exceeding the maximum permissible 
level.

The study of the dust related radiation 
showed that the Kosachinoe area was 

the worst affected by this type of 
contamination. This is an area where the 
radwaste is fine grained. Here an 
increased of radioactive fallout up to 
1.08 Bq/m2/day was detected.

Analysis of water samples from the 
surface waters and wells showed an 
increase of contamination at Koshkar 
ata ( disposal site for liquid waste of 
precaspian Combine), at Kurday, 
Botaburum and Kosachinoe deposits 
and especially at the Ulba Combine. An 
increase of radionucleide concentration 
of upto 2.2Bq/l was noted at the Kurday 
deposit. This might be due to the 
transport of radionucleides from the 
dump material into the river. The water 
samples of the Kashkarata Lake region, 
Botaburum and Kosachinoe deposit sites 
also showed an increase of 
radionucleide concentration. This might 
be  due  to manmade contamination 
and by the intensive evaporation 
processes in the respective areas. In 
such conditions, the water of the 
intermittent Iman-Burluk River 
(Kosachinoe) had radionucleide 
concentration slightly exceeding the 
maximum permissible concentrations of 
upto 7.8 Bq/l. This is definitely due to 
the contamination of the river by the 
radioactive dumps nearby. The river 
water can not be used for any human 
activity. The radioactive contamination 
of the river is increased by the intense 
evaporation process of this arid area.

The most serious contamination found 
was at the Ulba Plant. This is a site that 
does not involve in uranium production. 
It should be noted however that 
underground water radionuclide 
concentrations exceed the maximum 
permissable concentrations (upto 17.9 
Bq/l). What is still more alarming is that 
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the contaminated aquifer is used for the 
Kaemenogorsk water supply. Kohshkar 
ata Lake is situated 6 km from the town 
of Aktau. The Pricaspian Combine is 
currently shut down, so the potential 
exists for a 10 km2 surface to be 
transformed into a dust producing area 
due to the local intensive sun  and wind.

The irrigation of the Tselinny uranium 
mill tailings became insufficient, since 
the uranium production of the mill was 
reduced in 1996. SEU Times reported 
the following in april 2002: “Today, only 
one third of the 722 hectares of tailings 
is being irrigated, and wind erosion of 
tailings has become a serious problem. 
Since neither the present owner, Joint-
Stock Company "Kaz-Subtone", nor the 
local governments have sufficient funds 
available for continued irrigation, the 
allocation of the necessary 50 million 
Tenge (US$ 330,000) is now sought in 
parliament from the national budget.”

New drive in Uranium Mining and 
its possible impacts

Chu Sarysu, Syrdarya, Northern 
Kazakhstan, Almaty, Caspian and the 
Balkash are the six regions in 
Kazakhstan that possess significant 

levels of uranium deposits. Out of these 
six, Chu Sarysu (52%), Syrdarya (20%) 
and Northern Kazakhstan (12%) alone 
make up 84% of the country's uranium 
reserves. The deposits at Chu Sarysu 
and Syrdarya located in the South are 
currently much preferred by 
Kazatomprom because they can be 
worked using the low cost In-Situ Leach 
mining method. 

“During in-situ leaching, the ore remains 
in place underground, a leaching 
solution (Sulfuric Acid in the case of 
Kazakhstan) is injected into the deposit, 
and the uranium bearing liquid is 
pumped to the surface for further 
processing. There are no conventional 
mining hazards from ISL, but there are 
environmental hazards such as the 
release of mining solution to aquifers 
used to supply potable water. 

This point is much important because 
50% of Kazakhstan's ground water 
reserves are concentrated in the South 
Kazakhstan.  In addition to this, the 
drinking water needs of South 
Kazakhstan and the Kyzylorda provinces 
are solely met by these ground water 
aquifers. ISL mining is bound to damage 
them irreversibly. 

It is probable that these aquifers, at 
least some of them, would have been 
damaged already by ISL mining going 
on in the area for the past many years. 
In Kazakhstan, it is estimated, that 
about 70-80 kg of sulfuric acid is 
needed to produce one kg of uranium. 
That means for the 41,177 tons of 
uranium produced between 2001-2008, 
about 2.9 – 3.3 million tons of sufuric 
acid would have been used. For the 
projected period of 2010-2018 
Kazakhstan would need to use at least 
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7-8 million tons of sulfuric acid! 

A point to remember here is that the 
sulphuric acid pumped in to leach the 
uranium ore is pumped back again 
along with the leached ore. Once 
pumped, the acid has to be separated 
from the uranium ore itself. This leaves 
a major volume of the sulphuric acid in 
the tailing pond. This tailing, in addition 
to the radioactivity it possesses, will be 
highly damaging to the soil and the life 
forms of the surrounding area.

The dangers of ISL to aquifers is well 
documented. At the Czeck Straz ISL site, 
for example, 28.7 million m3 of 
groundwater was contaminated in the 
leaching zone, and another 235 million 
m3 of groundwater wase contaminated 
in the upper aquifer.

Experiences with the decommissioning 
of various in-situ leach sites in Wyoming 
and Texas of USA shows that ground 
water restoration to pre-mining 
conditions is virtually impossible, 
even after 10 or more years of 
groundwater pumping and 
treatment. Instead, the authorities in 
charge establish site-specific "alternate" 
groundwater standards. In Nov.2006, an 
examination of 32 permits from South 
Texas in-situ leach mines showed that in 
each case, companies were permitted to 
leave behind minerals such as uranium, 
molybdenum and selenium at higher 
levels in groundwater than were listed in 
the original plant.

At the ISL site of Tzarimir, Bulgaria, the 
low cost alternative for ISL 
decommissioning  was used: the entire 
well field was abandoned. No 
groundwater restoration was 
undertaken at all. 

Every one of these experiences are 
going to be repeated, although in a 
much larger scale, in Kazakhstan. They 
would make Kazakhstan the largest man 
made desert on the Earth.

Unparalleled man made catastrophes 
have struck Kazakhstan time and again. 
Its sons and daughters have fought to 
prevent them, although without much 
success. 

First it was the Kazakh Steppe. The Czar 
and the Soviets destroyed it. Then it 
was the great Aral Lake. Soviet 
muddleheadedness mutilated it beyond 
recognition. 

Now it is the air, water and the land of 
Kazakhstan in total!

This time it is not any one foreign who is 
determined to break the soul of the 
land. Sadly, it is the rule of the Kazakh – 
the petty greed of a few and the deep 
slumber of the majority - that is about to 
turn this heavenly land into a real hell.

Sitting on the bank of Irtusk and 
immersed deeply in the beauty of the 
flowing river and the surrounding land 
on a winter dusk, Abay picked up his 
dombra slowly and sang:

“Black of my eye

Frame of my mind

Drink never dry

Love of my Life

Parting is winter, your absence is sorrow

I wish to stay until the morrow

Between your fair arms

when the nightingale sings, "Terrow"
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The corners of your eyes

sparkle and they glisten

when you speak your solid words

everyone will listen

Black of my eye

Frame of my mind

Drink never dry

Love of my Life”

Now is the time to act!  

The song of the nightingale is 
calling us to unite!! 

Let's delay not! 

Notes:

* The case of  FrankGiustra is a telling 
example. Giustra, a Canadian 
businessman in the entertainment 
industry decided to enter the world 
uranium business in 2004. He made the 
necessary inquiries and  that led him to 
meet the former American President Bill 
Clinton. Soon after, he floated a 
company by name UrAsia. He gave his 
private jetliner to the former President's 
three-country philanthropic tour that 
happened to travel via Kazakhstan. 
Giustra was of course included as a 
member of that entourage. On 6 
September 2005, Clinton personally 
introduced Giustra to the Kazakh 
President Nazarbayev. Within the next 
48 hours, Giuestra's requests for North 
Kharasan,  Akdala and the South Inkai 
uranium mines were cleared! Frank 

Giustra bought the title to the above 
mines from one Mukhtar Ablyazov, who 
was a former college room mate of the 
Kazatomprom's President. Mr 
Dzhakishev had helped Ablyazov in 
2005 to obtain the title to the above 
state-owned uranium deposits by 
assuming about $ 1.7 million in debt on 
the properties. Ablyazov resold the 
deposits for $ 350 mm to Frank Giustra. 
And finally, the Canadian businessman 
donated $31 million to Clinton's charity 
in 2006 through his own nonprofit, the 
Radcliffe Foundation. In February 2007, 
a company called Uranium One agreed 
to pay $3.1 billion to acquire UrAsia.Mr. 
Giustra, a director and major 
shareholder in UrAsia, would be paid 
$7.05 per share for a company that just 
two years earlier was trading at 10 
cents per share. That same month, Mr. 
Dzhakishev, the Kazatomprom chief, 
said he traveled to Chappaqua, N.Y., to 
meet with Mr. Clinton at his home. Mr. 
Dzhakishev said Mr. Giustra arranged 
the three-hour meeting. Mr. Dzhakishev 
said he wanted to discuss Kazakhstan’s 
intention to buy a 10 percent stake in 
Westinghouse, a United States supplier 
of nuclear technology. 
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The hazardous legacy of a Kazakh uranium mine tailing
(From Vital Caspian Graphics – Challenges beyond Caviar, UNEP/GRID ARENDAL, 2006)

Koshkar-Ata  is  one  of  the  largest 
industrial tailings in the world occupying an 
area of approximately 77 square kilometres. 
Located  in  a  natural  depression  about  5 
kilometres from the outskirts of the Kazakh 
town  of  Aktau  and  8  kilometres  from the 
shore  of  the  Caspian  Sea,  the  enormous 
dump is a serious discovery of vast uranium 
deposits  in  the  deserts  of  western 
Kazakhstan lead to the establishment and 
rapid development of a uranium extraction 

and processing industry. At its peak in the 
1980s  Kaza-khstan  was  producing  more 
than one third of Soviet uranium, with more 
than  30  uranium  mines.The  Koshkar-Ata 
depression  was  chosen  as  a  con-venient 
location to accumulate radioactive and toxic 
waste  from  the  chemical  and 
hydrometallurgical  complex  in  the  newly-
founded  city  of  Shevchenko  (now  Aktau, 
with about 176,000 inhabitants). 

The  complex  produced,  among  others, 
uranium  con-centrate  mostly  for  Soviet 
military  purposes.  Falling  prices  on  the 
uranium market due to changes in mil-itary 
priorities,  gradually  decreasing  uranium 
con-centrations in the mines and the overall 
economic crisis in the post-Soviet world of 
the  1990s  led  to  reduced  output  and 
ultimately  complete  stoppage  of  uranium 
milling in 1999. The lake is still  used as a 
dumping  ground  for  commercial  and 
production waste, oil extraction sludge, etc. 

In  the years of  uranium production, 356m 
tonnes  of  mining  waste  with  a  total 
radiation  activity  of  11,242  Curie  were 
channelled  into  the  Koshkar-Ata  tailing 
pond.  Uranium  mill  tailings  with  low  to 
medium-level  radioactivity  account  for 
almost  105m  tonnes  of  the  total. 
Significantly increased exposure rates at 80 
to 150 micro roentgen per hour (µR/h) were 
measured in the southern part.  Currently, 
about half of the tailing surface is covered 
with water from industrial  operations. It  is 
however estimated that the tailing pond will 
dry  out  within  a  few  years  due  to  high 
evaporation and the lack of water, with no 
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more waste water flowing in from the shut-
down factories. In the southern part of the 
hollow, a 12- to 14-square kilometre section 
is already exposed to the air. This part has 
the highest concentration of contaminants, 
covered  with  solid  waste  giving  off  high 
levels of radioactivity. Con-stantly swept by 
strong  winds,  there  is  a  serious  risk  of 
pollutants being dispersed. Large amounts 
of  phosphoric  gypsum,  a  by-product  of 
fertilizer  pro-duction,  were discharged into 
the lake. The gypsum has formed a crust on 
the  surface,  preventing  dust-ing  and  the 
escape  of  radon.  As  a  result,  dispersal  of 
dust-blown substances and radon emissions 
are  limited,  and  local  scientists  conclude 
they  do  not  currently  constitute  a  health 
hazard. 

The  obsolete  infrastructure  from  former 
uranium  open-cast  mines  and  processing 
facilities  consti-tutes  an  additional  risk  of 
exposure  to  radioactive  material.  Among 
the industrial dumps and derelict industrial 
equipment  there  are  several  radiation 
hotspots exceeding 1,500 to 3,000 µR/h, as 
against  natural  radiation  in  Kazakhstan  of 
10  to  15  µR/h.  The  local  population  and 
temporary migrants from the neighbouring 
Uzbek Republic of Karakalpakia are illegally 
dismantling  the  infrastructure,  to  sell  the 
scrap  metal  as  a  raw  material  for  new 
construction.  But  potential  customers  are 
inclined  to  reject  highly  radioactive  parts, 
and  the  sellers  simply  dispose  of  the 
material elsewhere in the countryside. 

Aktau  is  also  home  to  a  nuclear  power 
station,  now shut  down.  Decommissioning 
of  the  fast-breeder  reactor  is  under  way, 
with extensive international support. Spent 
fuel is stored on-site, as are 1,000 tonnes of 
radioactive sodium. 

But radiation does not seem to be a major 
concern for the local  authorities.  They are 
more  concerned  that  pollutants  might 
migrate  through  groundwa-ter  and 
contaminate  the  Caspian  Sea  located  just 
eight  kilometres  away.  At  present,  there 
seems  to  be  no  hard  evidence  that 
pollutants  have  reached the  Caspian  Sea. 
According  to  recent  monitoring  data, 
elevated  levels  of  contaminants  in  the 
groundwater as well as the soil are currently 
limited  to  a  strip  2  to  4  kilometres  wide 
around  the  lake.  Contamina-tion  includes 
high  concentrations  of  toxic  metals 
(molybdenum, lead, manganese, strontium, 
etc.),  rare-earth  elements  and  radio 
nuclides.  The  situ-ation  is  clearly 
precarious,  as  a  rise  in  the  level  of 
groundwater could cause more widespread 
disper-sal of pollutants. 

Reclamation  is  costly  (according  to  the 
Kazakh press estimates exceed 10bn tenge 
(€62m)) and the meas-ures taken so far are 
only  a  temporary  solution.  To  prevent 
pollutants from reaching the Caspian, with 
its rising water level, and delay the moment 
when the Koshkar-Ata will dry up, exposing 
the entire sur-face to the wind, millions of 
litres  of  water  are being pumped into the 
tailing pond every year, at a cost of 5.5m 
tenge  (about  €34,000).  At  present  annual 
total  expenditure  on  the  tailings  deposit 
amounts to 300m tenge (€1.86m). 

The  concern  expressed  by  local 
environmental  au-thorities  and  the 
population about the state and future of the 
Koshkar-Ata lake will  hopefully grow strong 
enough to induce longer-term rehabilitation 
of  Koshkar-Ata.  As  mining  worldwide  is 
becoming attractive again with rising prices 
for  resources,  fi-nancing  might  become 
more realistic. 

01 FEBRUARY 2009                                                            21                  NUCLEAR FREE INDIA    VOL.1, ISSUE 4 



Historical abuse on the land and the people of 
Kazakhstan

The abuse to which the land of Kazakhstan and its people have been subjugated 
over the past two centuries by its  rulers – belonging to feudal monarchy, socialist 
democracy, and capitalist democracy - is a sad tale to recall:

● First, it  was the Czar of Russia in the late 19th century. Kazakh land was 
considered strategically  important  by the Russian State.  Forts  were built 
across the Kazakh Steppe swiftly. Nomadic Kazakhs were forced at the point 
of the Russian Sword to lead a settled life. Those who chose to protest were 
either killed or had to run away to Mongolia or Uzbekistan to guard their 
tradition.

● Settled became the Kazakhs. However, the conditions at the turn of the 20th 

century made the brittle Czarist State to force conscript the Kazakhs for its 
army to fight the First World War. Again, those who failed to comply with the 
orders were summarily executed. 

● When  the  First  World  War  ended,  Bolsheviks  became  the  rulers  of 
Kazakhstan. To them, the  Aral Sea – World's 4th largest lake with an area of 
68,000  km2  and  located  between  Kazakhstan  and  Uzbekistan  –  was  a 
“nature's error”.  They decided to correct it  in 1918. Amu Darya and Syr 
Darya, the two rivers that flowed into the Sea were diverted to irrigate the 
Uzbek desert  to grow rice,  melon,cereals  and cotton.  The fallacy of  this 
corrective  action  began  to  show up  in  the  1960s.  The  Sea  had  started 
shrinking rapidly. Its fishing industry, which in its heyday produced one-sixth 
of the USSR's entire fish catch, essentially disappeared; so did the muskrat 
trapping in the deltas of Amu Darya and Syr Darya, which used to yield as 
much  as  500,000  muskrat  pelts  a  year.  Wind-blown salt  from the  dried 
seabed damaged the crops,  and polluted drinking water.  Salt-  and dust-
laden air caused serious public health problems. The local climate changed. 
Summers became hotter and drier, and winters colder and longer. Today the 
Sea is only 10% of its original size.

● From 1929 to 1934, during the period when Soviet leader Joseph V. Stalin 
was trying to collectivize agriculture, Kazakstan endured repeated famines 
because peasants had slaughtered their livestock in protest against Soviet 
agricultural policy. In that period, at least 1.5 million Kazaks and 80 percent 
of the republic's livestock died. Thousands more Kazaks tried to escape to 
China, although most starved and died in that attempt.

● When  the  Second  World  War  approached,  the  Soviet  State  considered 
Kazakhstan to  be  a  safer  place  where  all  its  assets  could  be  relocated. 
Military driven projects started cropping up from 1940. The very first project 
was to resettle groups of Crimean Tatars, Germans, and Muslims from the 
North Caucasus region. They were deported to Kazakstan during the war 
because it was feared that they would collaborate with the Nazis. News that 
an American nuclear bomb was in the making, forced the Soviet State to 
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work  on  its  own  bomb.  The  first  step  taken  in  that  direction  was  the 
formation  of  a  geological  unit  named  “Volkovgeology”  to  prospect  for 
Uranium. It discovered many uranium deposits in Kazakhstan in the early 
1950s. The first uranium mines of Kazakhstan were opened immediately.  

● The Ulba Metal Plant to process Uranium, Beryllium and Tantalium for the 
Soviet  defence  establishment  was  commissioned  in  1949  in  the  north 
eastern town of Ust Kamenegorsk.(In 2007, this town was considered as one 
among the 30 most polluted places of the world.)

● The  Semipalatinsk  testing  range  was  created  on  August  21,  1947  in 
accordance with the decision of the Soviet of Ministers of the USSR. More 
than 18500 square kilometers were taken away for nuclear experiments. 
The range covered the territories of Karaganda, Semipalatinsk and Pavlodar 
regions. Thousand of families of indigenous Kazakh people were moved into 
other  regions.  Between  1949  and  1989,  456  nuclear  tests—340 
underground  and  116  in  the  atmosphere—were  conducted  at  the 
Semipalatinsk  test  site.  As  the  years  passed,  the  people  in  the 
Semipalatinsk region began to witness changes in their health. The number 
of birth defects increased, as did the number of cases of leukemia and other 
forms of cancer. New diseases never heard of before began to appear and to 
increase rapidly. 

● Many more non-Kazaks arrived in the years 1953-65, during the so-called 
Virgin Lands campaign of Soviet premier Nikita S. Khrushchev (in office 
1956-64). Under that program, huge tracts of Kazak grazing land were put 
to the plow for the cultivation of wheat and other cereal grains. Still more 
settlers came in the late 1960s and 1970s, when the government paid 
handsome bonuses to workers participating in a program to relocate Soviet 
industry close to the extensive coal, gas, and oil deposits of Central Asia. 

● Kazakhistan elected its first President on 1 December 1991. On 16 
December 1991, it declared independence from the USSR. The first 
President Nursultan Nazerbayev was the head of the Kazak SSR of Soviet 
Union from 1989-1991. However, he banned Communist Party of 
Kazakhstan in 1991 as soon as he became the President of the newly 
independent Kazakhstan. From then on, he has used every means available 
with him to continue in the Presidential Chair.

● During the time of transition, Nazerbayev had taken support from every 
political movement that was opposed to the centralised Soviet authority. 
Foremost among them was the Neveda-Semipalatinisk anti-nuclear 
movement. The movement was initiated by the Kazakh poet Olzhas 
Suleimenov in 1989. It attracted people from all nationalities and 
professions and was a pan Kazakh movement. Its main objective was to ask 
the Soviet authorities to stop using the Semipalatinisk test site for atom 
bomb testing. Nazerbayev banned the tests once he was elected as the 
President, thus getting the much needed public support and sympathy. 
However, Olzhas Suleimenov chose to remain in the opposition bench of the 
Majilis – the Kazakh Parliament. In 1994, when fresh election was 
announced, Suleymanov decided to contest for the Presidency. Nazerbayev 
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somehow made him withdraw from the contest. Olzhas was made the 
Kazakh Ambassaddor to Rome first, then the Ambassador to the UN.

● Besides banning the Atom Bomb tests, Nazerbayev used the 1300 Soviet 
nuclear warheads left with Kazakhistan to consolidate his leadership. The 
very first day he became the President, he asked the President of USA to 
recognise the Republic of Kazakhstan. In turn, he said he will dismantle the 
nuclear warheads with the help of US and become a non nuclear nation. In 
addition to this he said, he would uphold Chevron Oil's right  in the Caspian 
Tengiz Oil Deal. US conceded to his demands immediately. It was the first 
country to recognize the newly formed Government of Kazakhstan. 

● From 1991 to 2001 Nazerbayev's policies did not help Kazakhstan in any 
way to become a country free from the radioactive pollution legacy of the 
former Soviet Union. The only thing that he did to the Semipalatinisk victims 
and the Kazakh soldiers who were involved by the Soviet Government in the 
Chernobyl cleanup was to institute a very meager pension amounting to 
Rs.1000-Rs.2000 per month ($27 - $48 ). 

● When Russia decided to import Radioactive Waste from foreign countries to 
be stored for a fee in the year 2001, he and his friends in the Kazakh 
Government saw a great opppurtunity to make money through such a deal. 
Mukhtar Dzhakishev, the President of Kazatomprom (a 45 year former shoe 
salesman and a friend of Nazerbayev's daughter, personally picked by 
Nazerbayev himself to become the head of Kazatomprom in 1998) 
campaigned heavily in this regard. He said there was no money with the 
Kazakh Government to dispose the radwastes of the Soviet era; the only 
solution would be to follow the Russia's model of importing rad wastes from 
abroad for a fee and using that money to solve the Kazakh rad waste 
issue.The money needed for the safe closure of Kazakh Uranium mines was 
$1.1 Billion but the amount that would come from waste import would be 
more than $40 Billion, he suggested. 

● No one believed Mukhtar's words. Everyone knew the extent of corruption 
that the Country was plunged into over the past decade. New York Times 
reported in 11 December 2002: “Federal prosecutors have said that 
President Nursultan Nazarbayev of Kazakhstan accepted large bribes in 
connection with dispensing his country's oil concessions during the 1990's, 
and later tried to obstruct the federal inquiry into the payments, which 
came from American oil companies, according to legal 
documents...Kazakhstan has also been trying to recover more than $80 
million frozen in a Swiss bank account that Mr. Weingarten says belongs to 
the Kazakh government. Swiss officials say they have frozen more than 
$120 million at the urging of American investigators. American and Swiss 
investigators have said in court filings that bank accounts were set up for 
the personal benefit of top Kazakh officials and their families, including 
President Nazarbayev.” 

● Anyone who had the courage to voice corruption in Nazerbayev's 
government was either physically eliminated or maimed. “Irina Petrushova, 
editor of the opposition weekly Respublika, which investigates political 
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corruption, was sent a funeral wreath on 8 March 2000. The body of a 
headless dog was hung over the office entrance on 19 May. The offices 
burned down three days later after petrol bombs were thrown at the 
building. Two suspects were arrested on 24 July. On 4 July, Petrushova was 
sentenced to 18 months in prison for not having declared her Russian 
nationality but immediately amnestied. On 24 July, the authorities ordered 
the liquidation of PR-Consulting, which publishes the paper, for violating 
administrative rules.” “Access to the independent website navigator.kz was 
blocked on 20 May, 2002 after it posted an interview with a former Geneva 
prosecutor, Bernard Bertossa, confirming that President Nazarbayev and 
other top officials had Swiss bank accounts. The interview, done by Lira 
Baysetova, former editor of the opposition weekly Respublika 2000, was 
also published in the daily paper SolDat. On 21 June, Baysetova’s daughter 
Leila died in suspicious circumstances. Police said she tried to hang herself 
in her cell on 16 June while being held by police for alleged possession of 
drugs. She was taken to hospital unconscious and died there five days 
later.” 

● In such a nation where corruption and oppression were the order of  the 
day, what guarantee that the money earned by importing the European 
radioactive waste would be used to solve the country's old radioactive 
waste issue?   

● The younger generation that had participated in the 1989 Neveda 
Semipalatinisk movement came forward to voice its opposition to the 
Government plan to import radioactive waste from Europe. They had 
organised the people living around the prospective abandoned uranium 
mines to be used for the purpose and voiced their concern.

● Revival of the old Neveda-Semipalatinisk anti-nuclear movement would be 
politically dangerous to Nazerbayev. Sensing this danger Nazerbayev gave 
up the plan to import rad waste.

● Sergei Kuratov, chairman of the environmental pressure group Green 
Salvation, said: "In a country rich in oil it is crazy to suggest that we cannot 
afford to deal with our own nuclear waste and want to import yet more.” 
"This is a country building a new capital city in the north called Astana and 
spending one hundred times more on a grandiose foreign ministry than the 
entire budget for dealing with nuclear waste.” "The same is repeated again 
and again. It is just another money-making venture." 

● Vadim Nee, a lawyer for another environmental group, the Eurasia 
Partnership said: "The World Bank is worried about corruption in 
Kazakhstan. In our current situation there is no guarantee of public safety, 
no system for compensation, no confidence in the ability of customs to deal 
with these cargoes. Everyone has a human right to a safe environment - but 
apparently not here."

● The Kazakh Government's plan  to import rad waste was thus stopped in 
early 2003. However, Kazakh environmentalists felt that all is not overs. “It 
is possible that they will start to prepare this project more carefully,” said 
Nee. “They believe it will be a source of revenue.” 
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● The problem has surfaced once again. Now, the problem is not importing 
rad waste from other countries but producing Kazakhistan's own nuclear 
wastes. 

● The person who was behind the idea of importing nuclear waste from 
abroad for a fee is the same person who is behind the current push to 
increase Uranium production and become the World leader by 2011. 
Mukhtar, in a typical Borat style, has been very busy since 2005 signing 
Joint Ventures with many transnational uranium companies to produce more 
and more Uranium from Kazakhstan's uranium deposits.

● Kazakhstan does not possess the necessary administrative, legal and the 
technical capacity to handle its own nuclear waste from the past. However it 
is surging ahead in a reckless pace to become the World leader in uranium 
ore production. It is using In Situ Leaching (ISL) method to mine the ore and 
contends that it is an environmentally friendly procedure. Increased mining 
is bound to cause unmanageably large radioactive tailings. Using ISL 
method is bound to destroy the country's already polluted and scarce 
groundwater resource. 

What lies ahead is much more serious than the Semipalatinisk issue. The current 
uranium mania of the Kazakh rulers is bound to cause much more hardship for a 
very long time than ever before. Now is the time to act! Now is the time for the 
birth of an all new and a far more active Neveda- Semipalatinisk Movement!

Kazakh Nomadic children
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The Nevada-Semipalatinsk Anti-Nuclear Movement of 
Kazakhstan 

Established on the initiative of a 
poet, an antinuclear movement 
embarked on a successful people’s 
campaign to stop nuclear testing in 
Kazakhstan. The movement sought 
inspiration abroad and developed 
tactics that turned out to be very 
effective in the former Soviet republic. 
Within months, testing stopped. The 
test site was closed permanently in 
1991. 

Bigger than Western Europe and the 
second-largest republic of the former 
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, 
Kazakhstan seemed to be a perfect 
location for performing nuclear tests. 
The republic’s remoteness, its relatively 
low population density, and the 
presence of uranium in its soil made 
Stalin’s government chose the area as 
the place for nuclear experiments. The 
first Soviet atom bomb detonated here 
in 1949, and in 1953 the first hydrogen 
bomb was also tested in Kazakhstan.
The tests took place in the 
Semipalatinsk test range, an area of 
18,000 square kilometers in the 
northeast of Kazakhstan in a region 
where the vast steppes, so typical for 
Kazakhstan, gradually give way to a 
mountainous area. Here, for decades 
the huge mushroom-shaped clouds that 
go with nuclear explosions would 
appear several times a year. Between 
1949 and 1989, 456 nuclear tests—340 
underground and 116 in the 
atmosphere—were conducted at the 
Semipalatinsk test site. It would take 
decades before the painful 
consequences of the tests for the local 
population became clear. It would take 

even longer until the population of 
Kazakhstan found the courage and an 
opportunity to rise up against the tests 
and the people ordering them.

Changes in Health

The birth of the antinuclear protest 
movement in Kazakhstan was the result 
of an unusual step taken by one of the 
republic’s most prominent writers.
As the years passed, the people in the 
Semipalatinsk region began to witness 
changes in their health. The number of 
birth defects increased, as did the 
number of cases of leukemia and other 
forms of cancer. New diseases never 
heard of before began to appear and to 
increase rapidly. Olzhas Suleimenov, a 
Kazakh poet elected as a People’s 
Deputy, started to witness the suffering 
of the local people. He became more 
and more concerned as he saw an 
increasing rate of cancer. He informed 
his colleagues in the Supreme Soviet at 
the Kremlin that the nuclear testing 
resulted in serious health problems in 
Kazakhstan. No one paid attention to 
him. The region was far away from the 
Kremlin and very few of the People’s 
Deputy had any knowledge of radiation 
diseases.

In February 1989, as a direct result of 
two underground tests at the 
Semipalatinsk test site, clouds 
containing huge amounts of radioactive 
gases passed over inhabited areas. A 
military pilot stationed at a base not far 
from the test site informed Olzhas 
Suleimenov that all the dosimeters in 
the town showed very high levels of 
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radiation. The dosimeters had been 
installed in the kindergartens and 
schools for the children of the military 
officers. The pilot was very concerned 
about the future health of his children 
in Kazakhstan.

It was clear to those concerned about 
the tests and their impact that they 
would risk arrest by the Soviet police if 
they would protest publicly or seek to 
raise the issue in other ways. 
Discussing problems related to a 
military program that was considered to 
be top secret was a major taboo in the 
Soviet Union. Nevertheless, Olzhas 
Suleimenov decided to take action. He 
chose a resourceful, yet risky way to 
reach as many people as possible in 
one stroke. The poet, who had been 
accepted as writer by the authorities 
and was a member of the Writer’s 
Union, in early 1989 was invited to 
appear on a television program. He was 
to speak about the cultural heritage of 
Kazakhstan and would read some of his 
poetry the writer and the program 
makers agreed. Unexpectedly, 
Suleimenov broke with the program’s 
script while live on the air. With 
thousands of Kazakh viewers watching, 
he pushed the papers about history and 
poetry aside, looked into the camera, 
and addressed his audience about the 
nuclear devastation he said had been 
going on in Kazakhstan.

The poet said the tests were not 
harmless, contrary to what the 
authorities had been telling Kazaks for 
years, and urged citizens to raise their 
voices. Suleimenov also referred to 
recent international political 
developments when he pointed out that 
nuclear arms seemed no longer 
necessary as the Cold War was coming 

to an end. “Why continue testing when 
there is no enemy any longer?” he said 
in his speech. He mentioned 
international protests that were going 
on in other countries, a phenomenon 
unknown to most inhabitants of the 
region. The poet in particular referred 
to activists in Nevada, counterpart of 
Semipalatinsk as the site of U.S. 
nuclear tests since the 1950s. It was 
clear to him that the example of 
activists in Nevada could be an 
inspiration for Kazaks, as well as a 
source of practical information about 
nuclear technology and its impact on 
health and the environment.
In his speech, Suleimenov told his 
audience that his interventions as a 
People’s Deputy in Moscow had fallen 
on deaf ears. He stressed it was up to 
the citizens themselves to do 
something. He then called on viewers 
to come to his office at the Writers 
Union the next morning and promised 
he would help them organize a people’s 
movement against nuclear tests. More 
than five thousand people showed up, 
many more then Suleimenov had 
expected. They had to stand outside 
the building and Suleimenov addressed 
them speaking from a balcony. Out of 
the mass meeting a committee was 
born, headed by a group of 
intellectuals. That very day, Suleimenov 
and others established what they called 
the Nevada-Semipalatinsk Anti-Nuclear 
Movement. The organization quickly 
came to include a broad range of 
people, as diverse as shepherds, 
doctors, housewives, and miners.

Three Types of Diplomacy
From the moment of its creation, the 
Nevada-Semipalatinsk Anti-Nuclear 
Movement embarked on a series of 
activities. It organized peace marches, 
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demonstrations attended by thousands 
of people, and international and 
regional conferences.
The movement set itself five basic 
tasks: to bring a halt to testing, to 
restore the surrounding environment, to 
study the health of the population and 
win compensation for those who had 
suffered, to join in campaigns against 
testing in other regions, and to bring 
about the conversion of nuclear-testing 
facilities so that they would serve 
peaceful purposes.

Vladimir Yakimets, a Moscow scientist 
and one of the leaders of the 
movement, pointed out that the 
movement gradually adopted “a 
concept of three types of diplomacy.” 
One he described as “people’s 
diplomacy,” meaning calling meetings 
and demonstrations. Another was 
“parliamentary diplomacy,” aimed at 
getting deputies nominated in 
legislative bodies where they were in 
the position to propose legislation that 
was relevant to dealing with the issue. 
The third category was “expert 
diplomacy,” consisting of liaising with 
experts and activists abroad who were 
campaigning against nuclear testing, 
such as in Nevada.

As a result of the protests, eleven of the 
eighteen tests planned for 1989 were 
cancelled. After a major test explosion 
in October 1989, 130,000 workers at 
the Karaganda coal mines declared that 
they would go on strike if the tests 
continued. Suleimenov raised the issue 
once more at the Supreme Soviet. This 
time it worked. In November the 
Supreme Soviet adopted a resolution in 
which it urged the government to 
discuss the issue to close the 
Semipalatinsk test site. A few weeks 

later, then-president Mikhail Gorbachev 
announced the first moratorium ending 
testing at the Semipalatinsk test site.
On 29 August 1991, President 
Nursultan Nazarbajev of Kazakhstan 
announced the formal, and permanent, 
closure of the Semipalatinsk test site. 
One of the major goals of the 
movement had been accomplished.

Extended Justice

The movement went on to acquire 
knowledge about radiation and its 
consequences for the region. “When 
our movement began its work, there 
were no reliable, independent studies of 
the medical consequences,” Yakimets 
said. The movement established a 
committee to study the consequences 
of radiation on the environment and 
health. Focal areas were the 
contamination of groundwater and 
genetic mutations as a result of 
exposure to radiation. The group put 
significant effort into demanding access 
to archival material. It did obtain access 
to many of these documents and the 
group analyzed them.
The region is lightly populated. With 
about 330,000 inhabitants, 
Semipalatinsk was the largest 
population center and the test site was 
about 200 kilometers to the west of the 
city. Nonetheless, since the explosions 
and the radioactive clouds that were 
generated by them covered a vast 
territory, millions of Kazaks felt affected 
by them and were deeply concerned 
about the potential consequences once 
they realized what was going on and 
saw the first signs of mutilations and 
the proliferation of formerly unknown 
diseases.

It is now well established that the 
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effects of the testing include sharp rises 
in cancer rates among the people of the 
region. This is especially true for the 
areas nearest to the test site. The 
incidence of lung cancer and digestive-
tract cancers is particularly high. 
Mutilation Birth defects occurring as a 
result of genetic disorders have also 
appeared. Maidan Abishev, another 
leader of the Nevada-Semipalatinsk 
Anti-Nuclear Movement, referred to a 
young woman, Renata, a bright-eyed, 
smiling seventeen-year-old who is just 
55 centimeters tall because of exposure 
to radiation while in her mother’s 
womb.

About 2 million hectares of agricultural 
lands also became radioactively 
contaminated. At three places in the 
area, contamination is especially grave; 
here the level of background radiation 
reaches a hundred times the 
permissible level. At one of these 
locations, a so-called peaceful test in 
1965 created a new lake, as part of an 
experiment to find out whether the big 
nuclear explosions could be used to 
change the course of the northern 
rivers. “Not surprisingly, the lake is 
highly radioactive,” scientist Yakimets 
said.

The group has been seeking a law to 
provide compensation to the victims. It 
also looked into the feasibility of clean-
up measures aimed at undoing at least 
some of the damage caused to the 
environment and reducing the risk of 
genetic distortions in future 
generations. Chromosome tests were 
revealing damage among people in the 
Semipalatinsk region, Yakimets said. 
“The nation is in a state of stress,” he 
commented in the early 1990s.
One of the strengths of the Nevada-

Semipalatinsk Anti-Nuclear Movement 
was that it reached out to people 
abroad sharing a similar fate. The 
people of Kazakhstan did not limit their 
international outreach to Nevada. They 
also managed to forge ties with people 
in Japan, the only country that has 
experienced the devastation of nuclear 
bombs in wartime. Japanese experts 
and activists who have top-notch know-
how about the impact of radiation on 
people’s health came to Kazakhstan to 
investigate and provide advice. The 
Japanese team interviewed village 
people at schools and hospitals and 
learned that the nuclear tests affected 
virtually everybody in the vicinity of the 
site. Japanese activist Shunji Tsuboi, 
who visited the former test site in 2003, 
estimated that 1.2 to 1.5 million people 
in Kazakhstan have been affected by 
the nuclear tests. Tsuboi was quoted as 
saying in a press report on the visit: 

We saw the shocking ruins where the 
first nuclear test explosion took place in 
1949. People think that the A-bomb in 
Hiroshima city is the only existing 
testimony to the damage caused by 
nuclear weapons. They should see the 
Polygon [Polygon is the Russian word 
for “test site”–ed.] ruins, which have 
been exposed to broad daylight. A 
mountain blown up, its remains lying 
around—it looked like a scene from hell. 
I am not exaggerating (Sarwar 1998).

Ongoing Activities

Almost fifteen years after the 
movement launched its first protests 
and began its advocacy work, the 
Nevada-Semipalatinsk Anti-Nuclear 
Movement is still active. One of its focal 
points in the first years of the twenty-
first century has been seeking to 
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streamline the many national Kazakh 
projects aimed at alleviating the fate of 
victims of radiation and restoring the 
environment. The movement has also 
been an active member of the Global 
Anti-Nuclear Alliance.
The organization is operating against 
the background of international 
developments that have been 
supportive of its goals. When the Soviet 
Union collapsed in December 1991, 
Kazakhstan inherited 1,410 nuclear 
warheads, in addition to the 
Semipalatinsk test site. Kazakhstan 
transferred all of these nuclear 
warheads to Russia. It began to destroy 
the nuclear-testing infrastructure at 
Semipalatinsk, a process that was 
completed in July 2000. Approximately 
600 kilograms of weapons-grade 
enriched uranium was removed to the 
United States in 1994 under a joint 
U.S.-Kazakhstan operation known as 
Project Sapphire. Kazakhstan, as an 
independent nation, also is a party to 
START-1, the Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
Treaty, and the Comprehensive Test 
Ban Treaty.

However, weapons-grade nuclear 
material remains in Kazakhstan, 
including 3 metric tons of plutonium at 
a shutdown breeder reactor in western 
Kazakhstan and small amounts of 
highly enriched uranium at two nuclear 
institutes. To the Nevada-Semipalatinsk 
Anti-Nuclear Movement, it is clear that 
a lot of work still has to be done. 
According to figures of the state-run 
nuclear-energy company Kazatomprom, 
in 2001 only $1 million was devoted to 
cleaning up the country’s massive 
radioactive-waste problem, a drop in 
the bucket compared with the more 
than $1.2 billion it says it needs to deal 
with the crisis. In 2003, the Nevada-

Semipalatinsk Anti-Nuclear Movement 
protested plans by the government to 
begin importing medium-level 
radioactive waste from other countries. 
The government said it needed to do 
this in order to help finance the 
disposal of its considerable toxic-waste 
stockpiles. The group argues the move 
would worsen Kazakhstan’s own 
massive radioactive-waste disposal 
problems by bringing more toxicity into 
the country. The group said it was also 
concerned about transporting nuclear 
waste, especially in the context of an 
increased risk of nuclear terrorists using 
radioactive waste. Some activists 
pointed out that a country with rich oil 
resources and revenues from oil 
exports was not credible when claiming 
it lacked the money to deal with its own 
radioactive-waste problem. 
Much work clearly remains; however, 
recognizing the enormity of what has 
been accomplished so far should give 
hope for even more progress in the 
future.

Contacts

The Nevada-Semipalatinsk Anti-Nuclear 
Movement 
85 Dostyk Ave. 
480021 Almaty 
Kazakhstan 
Tel./Fax: +7 (3272) 912385 

Allina Nesterove (coordinator) 
Pr. Lenina 85
480021 Almaty
Kazakhsta
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