NFLA Policy
Briefing No. 236
No.225
Date: 24 May 2022
Subject:
International sanctions against Russian aggression in Ukraine halt nuclear clean
up co-operation in the Arctic Ocean.
Introduction:
Tim Deere-Jones, an independent Marine Radioactivity Researcher and Consultant, has a keen
interest in nuclear activities in the Russian Arctic and has kindly consented to the NFLA
reproducing his report on recent developments there for member authorities and supporters. We
are grateful to him for giving us permission to do so.
International sanctions against Russian aggression in Ukraine halt nuclear clean up cooperation in the Arctic Ocean.
Since 1996, a number of co-operative international agreements between Russia and other
northern states have sought to mitigate the environmental and public health threats caused by
Soviet, and more recently Russian Federation, military nuclear pollution. In the wake of the
Russian invasion of Ukraine, these agreements have now been suspended indefinitely and the
planned mitigation and remedial initiatives have ceased.
There is a wide consensus that the Russian Arctic has been a military radioactive waste dump
since the beginning of the cold war nuclear weapons race. Several regions of the Arctic Ocean
under Russian jurisdiction are at potential risk of major nuclear pollution, with significant threats
of impacts on fisheries, the marine environment, the coastal zone and human health.
Reports confirm that the Soviet Union and Russian Federation have a number of sunken nuclear
powered and/or nuclear armed submarines in Arctic areas including the Barents and Kara seas
and the waters of Eastern Siberia. It has been postulated that a significant leak (breach of
containment) from any one of these vessels could raise radioactivity concentrations in valuable
fish stocks by 100 times in the years following any such leak.
Because of the risk of environmental and human health impacts, coalitions of northern states
were planning to raise these sunken submarines and a suitable vessel had entered the design
stage and was planned for commissioning in 2026. Russian sources claimed that all vessels
would be removed from the marine environment by 2032 and taken landside for decontamination
and breaking.
It is confirmed that Russian naval bases on the Kola peninsula had held over 100 disused nuclear
submarines in wet dock storage complete with their reactors and that, although a number have
now been decommissioned and scrapped, a number still remain. In addition, there is a growing
fleet of retired nuclear-powered icebreakers, complete with their reactors, moored around the
Arctic coast and awaiting decommissioning. There are also approximately 17,000 containers of
hazardous nuclear waste, 19 ex “nuclear support” vessels (tugs, barges, floating docks/pontoons
and nuclear waste carriers), and 735 items of irradiated heavy machinery have also been seadumped in the Barents and Kara seas.
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In 1996 the “Arctic Nations” formed the Arctic Council which quickly became the leading
intergovernmental body promoting co-operation, co-ordination and interaction among the Arctic
States, Arctic Indigenous peoples and other Arctic inhabitants on common Arctic issues, in
particular on issues of environmental protection in the Arctic.
The Council’s founding declaration defined the 8 states with territories within the Arctic (Canada,
Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Sweden, the United States — sometimes called the “Arctic
7” – and the Russian Federation) as members of the Council and these carry the role of stewards
of the region. A combination of their national jurisdictions and international law govern the
territories and waters of the Arctic Ocean. In addition to the “Sovereign States”, six indigenous
peoples’ organizations from Arctic Council member nations have been granted Permanent
Participant/Observer status at the Council.
Lacking the formal status and structure of international organizations like the EU or the WTO the
Council acts through the informal agreement of its members. As a result of this consensus, it has
produced some highly beneficial agreements, including legally binding accords on search and
rescue and oil spill preparedness and response.
The work of the Council is primarily carried out by Working Groups such as the Emergency
Prevention, Preparedness and Response WG contributing to the prevention, preparedness and
response to environmental emergencies, search and rescue, radiological and nuclear incidents,
and other accidents in the Arctic.
In early 2021 when Russia assumed the rotating Chair of the Arctic Council, the need to lift
dangerous nuclear materials from both the seabed and the coastal terrestrial zone was
highlighted as the major priority. Russia has also actively promoted clean-up of nuclear waste in
its northern regions through several international forums, including with Norway and the EU. In
previous discussions on lifting the dumped reactors from the Kara Sea, a price tag of nearly 300
million Euros was postulated. The sum includes the submarines K-27 and K-159, but also the
other dumped reactors from K-11, K-19 and K-140, as well as spent nuclear fuel from an older
reactor serving icebreaker “Lenin” and many other dumped nuclear items.
Below: The infamous K-19, a unlucky Soviet submarine plagued with accidents, including the nuclear
incident depicted in a Hollywood movie. Its reactor was dumped into the Arctic.
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Above: The atomic-powered icebreaker ‘Lenin’, which is now on display at Murmansk. Waste from its
nuclear reactors was discarded into the Arctic.

However, in March 2022 the non-Russian “Arctic 7” condemned the Russian invasion of Ukraine
and announced that they would “temporarily pause participation in all meetings of the Arctic
Council and its subsidiary bodies”. As of yet no clear outline of the conditions necessary for
resumption of the Council’s activities has emerged.
The Arctic Council’s work is not the only international initiative on Arctic nuclear remediation that
has been discontinued following the invasion of Ukraine. Established in 2001, the Northern
Dimension Environmental Partnership (NDEP) has been tackling a range of special issues
affecting the northern environment: including nuclear safety and remediation of the Baltic, Barents
and Kara seas. An NDEP Support Fund was set up to support the partnership; contributors to
the Fund are the E.C., Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Netherlands,
Norway, Sweden, the UK and Russia. Donor contributions to the NDEP Support Fund by 2013
totalled 342 million Euros, of which 165 million Euros were earmarked for nuclear safety projects.
Specifically, the NDEP Support Fund has been financing nuclear waste recovery and remediation
projects in and around the Kola Sea coastal (terrestrial) zone and in the Barents and Kara seas
including the recovery and treatment of sea-dumped radioactive items, radioactive waste and the
safe storage of spent nuclear fuel.
Following the invasion of Ukraine, the members and contributors to the NDEP condemned the
Russian military aggression against Ukraine in the strongest possible terms. Despite their public
statement that they are convinced of the value of their co-operation with Russia, the other
members of the NDEP state that Russia has “breached the principles of good neighbourliness,
equal partnership, common responsibility and transparency” and have therefore suspended, until
further notice, all activities of the NDEP policies which involve Russia.
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The suspension of these international initiatives is bad news for the future status of the Arctic
environment and its inhabitants. So far neither the Arctic Council nor the NDEP have indicated
the actions necessary from Russia to bring an end to their sanctions. The current situation
appears to be driving a number of non-aligned Arctic states to seek a closer association with
NATO, an action that Russia has implied will engender further hostility and possibly military
action. With Russia apparently prepared to engage in a long-term campaign against Ukraine it
seems unlikely that the conflict will be rapidly resolved and “normal service” on Arctic nuclear
remediation resumed.
Overall, the weight of the current evidence indicates that the refusal of the Arctic Council, the
NDEP and their subsidiary bodies to engage with Russia on nuclear cooperation is likely to be
long term and may well be prolonged for years.
Meanwhile, the Russian sunken nuclear submarines, their reactors and nuclear weapons, the
multiple items of highly radioactive material dumped in the oceans and the extensive stockpiles
of military nuclear waste stored on the shorelines of the Arctic Ocean will continue to degrade
and release their radio toxicity with ever escalating potential impacts on the health of the Arctic
environment, fisheries, marine and terrestrial wildlife and human communities.
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