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Soviet Union 

Incident at Military Village No. 19 
LAST week the Soviet Union for the first 
time admitted that an outbreak of some 
killer infection occurred last year in 
Sverdlovsk. Replying to a question from 
the US State Department, the Soviet 
authorities confirmed that an outbreak of 
anthrax did occur, but maintained that the 
disease was caused by poor food handling, 
not by bacteriological warfare agents as 
rumoured in the West. Since the Soviet 
Union has signed the international 
convention banning the use of such agents, 
this denial comes as no surprise. What is 
perhaps most significant is that the Soviet 
authorities have admitted that some 
bacteriological incident did take place after 
almost a year of "no comment" or 
"nothing happened". 

Sverdlovsk, on the eastern side of the 
Urals, is a "closed city" to which foreign 
visitors are not admitted. Local inform
ation reaching the West is necessarily at 
least second-hand, and it would be unwise 
to give undue credence to every detail. The 
details on which the US State Department 
based its enquiry seem to be drawn from a 
single Russian underground source -
albeit one which claims to emanate from 
Sverdlovsk. 

However, even one such document is 
worth taking seriously - if not as evidence 
of what occurred, at least as a pointer to 
local fears and responses. 

According to this document, in April 
1979 there was an escape of a bacterial 
strain called V-21 in "Military Village No. 
19" on the south-western outskirts of the 
city. The bacteria were carried by a north 
wind to the village of Kashino, with only a 
negligible amount reaching Sverdlovsk 
proper. 

Casualties were mainly among the 
military and civilian residents of "Military 
Village No. 19", inhabitants of Kashino, 
and workers at the local ceramics plant. 
Death typically occurred some 1-3 hours 
after hospitalisation, following a fever of 
over 42°C. Special army nurses wearing 
protective clothing were brought in. Bodies 
of those who died were not returned to the 
relatives for funeral ceremonies. The total 
death toll was unofficially estimated at 
over 1,000. 

Official local reaction, says the report, 
took the form of placebo messages, which 
gradually escalated from "nothing is 
happening" at the beginning of the 
outbreak, to "nothing happened, and 
anyway, don't panic, it is all localised and 
under control" towards the end. Finally, 
the streets of Kashino village were paved 
with asphalt, apparently to neutralise 
remaining infection. 

Equally circumstantial are rumours 
emanating from Slovakia of a similar 
incident involving a Soviet military base. 
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Here, however, there were no fatalities, 
only a widespread outbreak of what 
appears to be a new form of infective 
hepatitis. According to local sources, an 
area of central Slovakia some 70 km by 
30 km is regularly used by Soviet 
paratroopers as a training ground. Some 
time in late August or early September it is 
alleged that one such training exercise led 
to the accidental discharge of 
bacteriological weapons. The military 
casualties were said to be too numerous for 
the existing army facilities, and the 

Nuclear energy 

overflow was taken to civilian hospitals in 
Poprad and Spisska Nova Ves. 

Inevitably some of the virus was borne 
by the wind outside the training ground, 
and "several thousand" of the civilian 
population also succumbed. The Slovak 
sources stress that this does not appear to 
have been intended as a killer weapon -
rather one to debilitate and incapacitate the 
local population and thus minimise 
resistance before the arrival of an unwished 
for "peace-keeping" force. 

Vera Rich 

Loch Doon, Scotland: UKAEA refused test drilling permission 

Power dissenters through Europe 
AN overwhelming majority of Swedes 
voted against any further extension of 
nuclear power in a special advisory 
referendum last Sunday. By a combined 
vote of 76o/o to 19% with 5o/o undecided, 
the electorate registered its approval to 
phase out Sweden's present nuclear 
programme within 25 years. Thirty nine per 
cent of the voters supported the Centre 
Party-Communist proposal to dismantle 
the programme within 10 years, 37% 
supported the Social Democrat-Liberal 
proposal to use present and planned 
capacity for 25 years as an emergency 
meausre only, and 19% supported a 
Conservative option that would leave the 
door open for the development of uranium 
mining and the fast breeder. 

e Swiss voters in the village of Hagedorf in 
the north west canton of Solothurn may 
have blocked effectively further nuclear 
development in Switzerland last week by 
refusing to give permission for test drilling 
for nuclear waste disposal. The 2,500 
villagers rejected proposals by the State
backed company Nagra to drill for waste 
disposal sites by a 3-1 margin, despite 

having voted in favour of the government's 
energy programme last year. 

• French residents in the Brittany towns in 
cap Sizun claimed a victory last week when 
the provincial prefect at Quimper freed 
seven anti-nuclear demonstrators arrested 
during running battles with the police at 
protests on 29 February. A crowd of 
several thousand residents shouted "we 
have won" at the 1,500 police stationed 
around the Quimper courthouse. M. Jean
Marie Kerloc'h, mayor of Plogoff, called 
the decision "comforting". After the court 
decision and the pre-trial mass 
demonstration of 40,000 people, it is now 
widely believed that the central 
government will be forced to back down 
from its attempt to impose a complex of 
four nuclear reactors on the strongly 
nationalistic Breton people. 

e In Finland 5,000 demonstrators, 
including a large number from the 
countryside, marched through Helsinki 
last week to show their solidarity with 
Swedish anti-nuclear protests and their 
opposition to the construction of a Soviet 
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designed 1000MW plant. The demon
stration was the largest in Finland since the 
anti-Vietnam war demonstrations of the 
late 1970s. Finnish environmentalists are 
demanding that the contract between the 
state-owned Imatra Voima company and 
the Soviet export organisations, 
Atomenergoexport and all other future 
nuclear decisions be subjected to full 
parliamentary debate. 

e Dutch police arrested 29 anti-nuclear 
demonstrators who chained themselves to 
the gates of the Borssele nuclear plant in 
Zeeland last week. The protest prevented 
two changes of shift at the nuclear facility. 
A total of 150 demonstrators, members of 
the Dutch anti-nuclear group "Break the 
Netherlands Atomic Chain" padlocked all 
seven gates at the plant, preventing 
entrance for 20 hours until their arrest and 
dispersal by police. 

e In Britain, a second Scottish local 
authority has refused planning permission 
for test site waste disposal drilling. The 
Atomic Energy Authority has asked for 
another public inquiry to be held to try to 
obtain permission to drill32 boreholes near 
Loch Doon, south west Scotland after its 
proposal was rejected by the Kyle and 
Carrick county council. The Conservative
controlled council feared that if granted, 
the proposal would lead to a detailed 
application for a demonstration disposal 
plant. 

e According to figures released by the 
Secretary of State for the Environment in 
parliament recently, the UK civil and 
military nuclear programmes produce 
100m3 of high level liquid wastes, 500m3 
high level solid wastes, 450m3 plutonium 
contaminated waste and 250m3 miscel
laneous waste each year. Some medium 
and low activity wastes including 
plutonium-contaminated material and 
reactor decommissioning wastes are 
dumped at sea. 

The total waste stored at civil nuclear 
power stations at the end of 1979 was 
20,000m3. Of this, the total accumulation 
of high level liquid waste was 1 ,OOOm 3 at 
Windscale from the reprocessing of power 
reactor fuel and 700m3 at Dounreay from 
the reprocessing of fuel from experimental 
reactors. In addition, approximately 
9,000m3 of high level solid waste and 
3,500m3 of plutonium-contaminated waste 
are in store. The total accumulation at 
AEA and British Nuclear Fuel sites of 
medium level liquid wastes, concentrates, 
sludges and resins, wastes from 
decommissioning reactors and other plant 
and other medium level wastes is about 
l1,000m3. 

The National Radiation Protection 
Board has spent £70,000 since 1977 to 
assess the radiological consequences of 
disposing of radioactive waste in geological 
formations. 

Joe Schwartz 
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Melt-down experiment go-ahead 
FRANCE has removed its objections to an 
experiment simulating the melt-down of a 
nuclear reator, and so removed the last 
obstacle to the European Community's 
£530 million, 1979-83 programme for 
fusion research and support of the Joint 
Research Centre at Ispra, North Italy. 

Italy, as part of its diplomatic activity 
over European research (3 January, page 3) 
had refused to endorse the budget of the 
EEC's fusion programme until France 
accepted the meltdown experiment, which 
is now to take place between 1983 and 1986 
in the reactor Essor at Ispra. 

France was planning its own similar 
experiment at Cadarache, but, says Mr 
Tom Doyle, head of Essor division, 
"Cadarache has only half the dimensions 
of ours" and the scale of the experiment 
substantially affects the results. 

The US exerted pressure for the Essor 
experiment - called 'Super-SARA' - to 
be undertaken as a next step from similar, 
smaller tests which have been performed 
on the Power Burst Facility at Idaho. 
According to a 1979 Nuclear Regulatory 
Commission report Super-SARA should 
provide more information on melt-down 
than any other planned experiment. 

"Essor is a heavy water reactor" Mr Doyle 

told Nature; "the active core is 1.5 metres 
high, compared to a typical research 
reactor's 0.8 metres." Moreover there are 
enough channels to make simultaneous 
tests on 36 fuel rods (compared to 16 at 
Idaho). 

Super-SARA will consist of 20 experi
ments to simulate loss of coolant in a light 
water reactor either rapidly, over 10-20 
minutes, or more slowly (the 'small break' 
case as at Three Mile Island). Fuel rods will 
be taken to the rupture of cladding, but it is 
intended to leave the rest of the reactor un
affected. This is "a bit of a difficult prob
lem" says Doyle, but not insurmountable. 

The experiments are necessary, he says, 
because calculations are very difficult: 
"you have a two-phase problem under 
transient conditions". 

The successful flurry of diplomatic 
activity between Italy and France over 
Super-SARA began last December, when 
the EEC Council of Energy Ministers was 
faced with a French veto. The French High 
Commissioner for Atomic Energy in the 
case was Jean Teillac who, as President of 
the Council of the European sub-nuclear 
physics organisation, CERN, was resisting 
Italian moves to 'clarify' CERN's future. 

Robert Walgate 

UK attacks mercury directive 
THE latest draft environmental directive 
issued by the European Commission in 
Brussels concerns mercury emitted into 
rivers by the chlor-alkali industry - and it 
has come in for the now familiar sharp 
attack from the UK House of Lords sub
committee on the environment. 

In a report published last week, the sub
committee charges that the EEC directive 
should not confine itself to one industry 
(there are other sources of mercury), 
should deal separately with solid and 
soluble mercury, and should not specify 
limits without indicating whether an 
absolute maximum or some kind of 
average is intended. Moreover, some of the 
limits are unduly stringent, says the report. 

However, Britain emits more mercury 
into its rivers than any other EEC country, 
when the figures are related to chlorine 
production: 16.9 g per tonne of chlorine 
compared, say, to 3g per tonne in France. 

But the basic difference between the 
Lords and Brussels is over the difference 
between ''environmental quality 
objectives" (EQOs) as usually adopted for 
water in Britain, and the "emission 
standards" favoured by other EEC 
members. Although Britain has convinced 
the Commission to establish both for each 

'Water pollution: mercury' House of Lords 
Session 1979-80 38th report of the Select 
Committee on the European communities. 
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new pollutant considered (mercury is the 
second, after aldrin, dieldrin, and endrin, 
and cadmium will be next) the philosophies 
of the two are too different for them to sit 
easily together. 

EQOs are easiest to establish where the 
control of river catchment areas is unified, 
as it is through the water authorities in the 
UK, and water use, defining necassary. 
quality, a national matter. But in continen
tal Europe rivers such as the Rhine are far 
from such unification. 

"The apprehensions of member states 
subject to cross-frontier pollution" says 
the report ''rest partly on the fact that an 
upstream member choosing the EQO alter
native route could adopt a water use 
requiring less stringent standards than a 
neighbouring downstream member state 
obliged to use the water for purposes ... 
which would demand higher standards". 

Britain and the rest of the community are 
thus likely to have continuing difficulties 
over environmental standards; and these 
are accentuated by the greater scientific 
rigour required when setting EQOs as 
opposed to emission standards. "It is 
clear" says the House of Lords report 
"that the Commission has too few staff 
available to work on environmental 
proposals . . . For example, there is no 
expert on toxicology.'' The House of Lords 
will debate the report on 17 Aprill980. 

Robert Walgate 
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