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THE IGNALINA NUCLEAR POWER PLANT:
REFUTATION OF SKEPTICISM

Leonas Asmantas,
professor

"... the fortune or misfortune is for a reactor to fall into the hands of a small nation with poor technical know-how of such reactors."

Atsushi Takeda, Technical advisor
The Japan Atomic Power Company

That is how they are speaking of our Ignalina Nuclear Power Plant (INPP). The words were printed in the Japanese press in March
of 1996. Apparently, the author, after getting acquainted with the existing situation, doubted our capability as a small nation.

Even while we were not hoping to recover independence quickly, we were not sitting on our hands. The decision to build the
atomic power plant did not depend on us but when construction began, we started preparing our own national cadre which included
me. They were sent for schooling in Moscow. Later, (in 1977) specialists began to be prepared in Kaunas but, various problems arose
from their working at the power plant: it was difficult for them to fit in, they were not believed and the administration made artificial
hindrances because at that time, an unhealthy atmosphere of secrecy covered atomic energy. At first, not many specialists were trained
but they performed a decisive and positive role in the initial stage of independence.

The founding of the Nuclear Energy Commission of the Science Academy of the Lithuanian SSR played a positive role. The
assignment consisted of joint scientific studies, plans connected with the nuclear power plant (NPP), and a study of the background
environmental conditions in the INPP region. The performance of scientific work allows one to feel the pulse of the power plant's work
and problems. This gigantic work was performed and it is unfortunate that the preparation of a long-term, balanced development
strategy for the INPP region is fraught with setbacks at this time. An independent Lithuania seems entirely unreal for the managers.
The viewpoints on these matters from before and after the restoration of independence, differ.

It is very unfortunate that the facts obtained by the scientists working there during the restoration were misinterpreted and turned
against themselves.

One of the primary characteristics of the Restoration Era Sajudis movement was its pursuit of independence, struggling against
Soviet era monsters, the Ignalina atomic power plant being held as one of them. The Greens acted as a catalyst. At the time, they
incited as much as 20% of all the inhabitants of Lithuania to express negative opinions on the power plant by sending inciting letters to
organizations with the inscription, "No to INPP". The rest were passive.

There were also positive improvements: two Lithuanian representatives were officially included in the ASSET group's work at the
power plant at Ignalina.

That was the situation before Lithuanian declared its independence.
They reacted quickly in Snieckus to the declaration of Lithuanian independence (March 11, 1990). A meeting, already arranged on

March 12, after 3 days passed resolutions that the laws passed in Lithuania would not to be obeyed in the territory of Ignalina NPP.
The then director of the power plant got involved in this political struggle.
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This complex situation at Ignalina NPP then fell to the Ministry of Energy. The AE management, loyal to its own Soviet ministry,
could not believe that the electric power plant could be managed by an entirely new institution and by completely new principles.
Because of the situation that had been created and the disquiet that had arisen, the INPP managers and new representatives of the
various organizations created in Snieckus were invited to Vilnius. But the power plant's managers did not show up although very
important matters were debated, e.g. the form of ownership most suited for an atomic power plant in this complex situation. We
attempted to include all of them in the discussion; I think we showed the required flexibility.

April 18, 1990, Lithuania's energy blockade began, lasting 72 days: the USSR management discontinued petroleum and petroleum
products and reduced the supply of gas. Under the circumstances, the supply of electric from the atomic power plant really helped.

But the INPP management did not refrain from playing political games. Consequently, I strove to attract the power plant's employ-
ees to my side, requested the help of other ministers, frequently visited Snieckus, and intensively participated in TV and radio programs.
When all of Lithuania was short of food, we supplied Snieckus with relatively more.

Perhaps the biggest problem began in January of 1991 when the cost of food also increased in Lithuania, by the way, the last of the
Baltic Republics for it to do so. A strike committee having assembled at the power plant, those opposed to independence openly
threatened to strike and to disconnect the existing electric lines to Lithuania which were also connected to power plant's own electric
safety. Perceiving the huge threat to INPP safety, Riga's and Moscow's supervisory centers supported us. They, in turn, asked the
leaders of the USSR to block such dangerous actions.

We turned to international organizations but their reaction was different. I was especially disappointed by the chief of the IAEA
police. And at that time, the opinion of the USSR professionals was more important to the politicians, as opposed to now, after
Lithuania's independence has been restored.

A sufficiently tense dialogue with the USSR Atomic Energy and Industry Ministry now began. This ended Aug. 27, 1991, i.e.
immediately after the putsch in Moscow, with the signing of a document which stated that "Ignalina NPP is in the jurisdiction of the
Republic of Lithuania as state property of the Republic of Lithuania". That was the basis to keep business relationships with the
reactor's creators at a proper level.

And it was highly important, in the power plant itself and its employees' city, to reduce the tension that had arisen and the worry about
the future. The old long time director was dismissed and he left Lithuania feeling that he could have problems due to his hostile actions.
We created the possibility for the power plant's employees during sociological survey to propose a director from selected candidates. The
candidate occupying first place in the survey was appointed. That was a very important psychological step to this Russian speaking diaspora.
There's still a regret that several very highly qualified specialists left to work at other former USSR power plants.

In 1991, we created a State Nuclear Energy Safety Inspectorate (VATESI), and a little later, as a compromise, obligated Ignalina
NPP to perform the functions of a maintenance organization as well.

At first sight, everything looked great: the atomic power plant, as an asset and as an energy source, belonged to Lithuania. Many Soviet
structures and their divisions, however, determined the safe working of the atomic until that time. Suddenly, we lost all of that and it left us
naked. The majority of the various organizations necessary for qualified assistance in maintaining atomic power plants remained in Russia,
i.e. at the disposal of the successors of the USSR's rights and obligations. But it was necessary to keep the ties according to contracts for
work to be performed. We strove to obtain the material, equipment and fuel through the old established connections although doing so was
ever more complicated. That we were paying on time and, therefore, attractive helped us. And that the power plant's new management
placed their loyalty to Lithuania while still keeping up working connections held with Russia also helped under the hopeless circumstances.
Ignalina NPP did not have any financial encumbrances, did not lack fuel and was taking care of its supply.

In the beginning of 1992, a scientific analysis group for the safety of the Ignalina Nuclear power plant (the ISAG) was established.
The initiative of several persons connected with atomic energy (including Lithuanians abroad), thinking in the right direction, under-
standing the nature of the problem and, fortunately, having the ability to pass and implement resolutions, determined its creation and
successful working.

I believe that, during this difficult period, when the state did not yet control its own territory, a great deal was done to choose the
directions for the work necessary. Later strange things began to take place.

First and most important, the government determined that the power plant did not qualify for a status as a dedicated purpose enterprise.
They attempted to convey the power plant to the Lithuanian State Energy System or to privatize it. The Seimas intervened and revoked
everything. The nuclear power plant became a separate enterprise but already non-dedicated. The opinion of the nuclear energy specialists
was not asked; professional competency was unnecessary for the politicians passing the resolutions. The party governing at that time later
handed this reprehensible approach over to the coalition of the Conservatives and Christian Democrats when they came to power.

From all of that, you can see that the government, in ignoring the opinion of the specialists, played a negative, incompetent role. By
having a serious strategy, it would have been possible to have avoided this confusion. It is impossible to call the unreasonable decision to
abolish the Ministry of Energy a positive step by any serious argument. That was a crude, expensive error connected only with personal
ambition and will be an even more expensive error in the future. The Conservatives did not deal with the organizational and technical
problems of nuclear energy. It appears that the "decisive" and political decisions, loved by them, do not suit technical systems. And
what is most incomprehensible is the desire in the management of technical systems to spread politicized criteria. The attempt to
transfer the famous thesis that "the cook can govern the state" into modern technical areas is regretful. In the management of technical
systems, political decisions, which sooner or later will spell ruin with dramatic consequences, are impossible.

The paying of less attention to energy, the mixing of it with other economic problems, and the representation of it at international
meetings by deputy ministers or departmental heads all became a serious hindrance in the realization of our ambitious plans to be invited
to negotiations with the European Union.

It is evident that since 1992, much was done to increase the safety of the Ignalina nuclear power plant. Foreign states, mainly Sweden,
contributed a lot of capital for this work. Normal support or the will to help was not expected from our government. Thus, with
Lithuania's viewpoint so negligent, it was possible to conclude that our state did not worry about questions of the power plant's safety.

The biggest misfortune was the steady breakdown in payments for electricity generated at Ignalina NPP, hindering the execution of
current and planned quality repairs on time. And a new huge danger for the security of the electric power plant's work arose from
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exhausted equipment and systems. The installation of a new safety system can do little if the equipment itself is worn out. This
carelessness is not excusable. How can one talk about the employees who have not been paid and the possible quality of their work if
they, working at such an important site, cannot live normally? How, at that time, can one evaluate the influence of human factors on
the operational work of the power plant?

As we know, the European Commission has not favorably evaluated the further use of the power plant. Why that is, I find but one
answer: we ourselves are guilty:

First, the approach of our state to this special, specific state unit is nebulous and should be rejected. We are comparing the atomic power
plant with other ordinary industrial units not taking into consideration its special meaning not only to Lithuania but also to the whole world
and especially to the European countries. Such results are logical when professionalism is denied. To correct mistakes is our own duty.
However the data from the survey demonstrate only patriotism: at the end of last year and the beginning of this year, the data from the survey
was: 20 percent to close the power plant, 80 percent against. Lithuanians have a feature of uniting when a threat arises: they assembled on the
Via Baltica against a threat of one Union and they are again assembling due to the power plant as an energy source although another Union is
desirable. A party for or against nuclear power has not been formed. Not one party has given a clear position on nuclear energy.

Second, the seizure of the bank account of the company, Lithuanian Energy, for debts to the Ignalina power plant really damaged the
image of Lithuania. The state could have corrected that bad impression by transferring the money which it itself owed to Lithuanian
Energy to the power plant. But it has delayed for too long. There remains only to approve the EU officials and follow their position in
respect to the nuclear power plant.

Third, until now this question of the maintenance organization for the power plant according to the standards passed by the world
has remained unresolved. The most important purpose of the maintenance organization is to assure security during all the stages of the
lifetime of the nuclear power plant. Do they really think that the storage of spent fuel is a matter for the power plant itself and only
three people from the Ministry of the Economy? That is not even to mention the politicized, fantastical decisions concerning the supply
of containers for storing spent fuel. The Ministry of the Economy was also entrusted with performing minister level functions of the
Ministry of Energy, but is unable to represent for the necessary matters of nuclear energy, and the official for this department of the
ministry can at best be called a third string character. He is not even capable enough to hold a discussion with those providing assistance
who are indifferent to preparing the power plant for further work or shutting it down.

Fourth, when only the executive branch of the government appoints the head of VATESI, it is too dependent on the executive branch
(It is very important to obtain a operating license). This post is significant for the state and it is urgent that the President intervene.

Combining everything that has been enumerated into one, Europe does not believe that the operating license for the power plant was
given out transparently.

For a long time, international institutions have suggested changing the law governing the power plant. That would enable improving
the maintenance and passing strategic resolutions for security improvement. That would not have cost us much money but it was not
done. The state's leaders, while speaking about shutting down Ignalina NPP, have not stopped demonstrating unseen arrogance and a
shortage of diplomacy. ("If such an expensive political decision is required of us, we can do it if they will pay us handsomely."). Never-
theless, perhaps it would be better to say that during the fairly long time that the nuclear power plant belonged to the USSR energy
system, the funds, necessary to shut it down, were not accumulated and that negotiations will initially be necessary to resolve the
question of the funds from that period to shut it down. That reasoning would be entirely logical.

It is impossible to find an answer to the question of why the state does not need the advice of experienced specialists and why it has
not even tried to assemble intellectual forces. Evidently, the reason why, is that it would at that time highlight the state's incompetency
and the cost of the actions it has failed to perform. It also, however, highlights the "problem of the gap" used as an incontestable
argument. For those not understanding the entirety of the problem, an ordinary argument is given: a linear dimension, which a
primitive intelligence is just able to understand.

I have the moral right to assert that, about what has been said, it was possible to have done it better. That is witnessed by my initiative and
my work for Lithuania in this complex period, among which was the proposal and implementation so far of the "dry" type of spent fuel storage.
I am searching for the possibility of training equipment at the power plant. The primary directions for improvement of INPP security have
been established, international cooperation in this area begun and the cloak of secrecy parted. Most important was the creation of a benevolent
psychological medium for the power plant's personnel to work in without insulting their national and professional dignity.

In the first stage of the development of Lithuanian Independence, we have refuted the skepticism of our capability to deal with the
problems of atomic energy. However, in returning to the motto of this report, it is possible to think that, at that time in the five years of
independence, the doubts that had arisen have every possibility, to our shame, to confirm the worst meaning. Having caught the golden
fish, one can escape...

IGNALINA SAFETY ASSESSMENT

Progress with implementing the Ignalina Safety Panel recommendations

Michael R. Hayns

Proffesor of Aston University, UK

OUTLINE

• To take the ISP's comments and recommendations as of February 1997 and update them,
• to review the SAR/RSR recommendations particularly concerning management issues.
• to comment on the procedures adopted by the ISP,
• to give some thoughts on lessons for the future.
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