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Preface

The Persistent Challenge
of Environmental Issues

he Centre for Baltic and East European

Studies (CBEES) was founded in 2005 at
Sodertérn University, Stockholm. The Centre
promotes and develops research and doctoral
studies on the Baltic Sea region and Central and
Eastern Europe. CBEES organizes conferenc-
es, workshops, webinars, public lectures and a
series of Advanced seminars. Its academic staff
consists of professors, research coordinators,
postdocs, guest researchers and PhD students
connected to the graduate school BEEGS.
CBEES also publishes Baltic Worlds, a quarterly
scholarly journal which, like this Report and
CBEES itself, is funded by the Swedish Foun-
dation for Baltic and East European Studies
(Ostersjostiftelsen).

The CBEES State of the Region Report is an
annual publication, reporting and reflecting on
social and political developments in the Baltic
Sea Region and Eastern Europe, each year tak-
ing a new topical perspective. The first report,
covering events in 2020, focused mainly on
constructions and reconstructions of national
historical memory in the region and the various
forms of instrumentalizing the past. The 2021
report made a wide comparative study of
Far-Right movements in the region, and their
connection to populist politics and tendencies
towards authoritarianism. The present report
instead focuses on the challenges posed by
environmental issues: how the different states
in the region handles matters connected to
pollution, mismanagement of natural resources,
the effects of climate change and the problems
connected to garbage deposits and nuclear
waste.

Several of the contributions apply a longer
time perspective on the environmental issues in
the region. The Soviet period mismanagement
of natural resources and general indifference
to industrial waste and pollution is naturally
an important factor, but in some cases this
indifference was also the hallmark of previous
regimes. And it is also abundantly clear that
these problems continued to haunt the region
also after 1990, when the Soviet legacy gave way

to forces connected to market economy.

hat causes especially deep concern

at the moment is Russia’s war against
Ukraine, and the complete destruction of
Ukrainian towns and cities, the enormous loss
of human lives, and environmental hazards this
war is causing. But also alarming, in a longer
time perspective, is the present Russian re-
gime’s dependence on oil and gas, its disregard
for the detrimental effects of global warning,
and its blatant mismanagement of nuclear
waste in the Arctic region.

Ninna Morner has edited the report, in co-
operation with Florence Frohlig, Tora Lane and
Eglé Rindzevi¢iuté. We hope that the report will
stimulate debate within the academic commu-
nity as well as public discussion on these very
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crucial matters. @
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Introduction

Transitions for and
against the Environment:
Waste, Destruction and
Prospects of Change

by Florence Frohlig and Tora Lane

few weeks into the Russian invasion of Ukraine,

the world, and in particular Europe, was facing the
threat of a possible nuclear catastrophe, first in Chorno-
byl,! and then in Zaporizhzhya, where intense fighting
has been raging continuously and up to this day. These
threats of a nuclear catastrophe not only added a new
dimension to the horrors of war and its forces of devasta-
tion and destruction; they also opened a new perspective
on the frailty of human dependence on energy infrastruc-
ture. In that the war threatens not only with a human
but also with a natural disaster, it has shown that today’s
technological modernity places us in an unprecedented
precarity vis-a-vis nature. War threatens massive, not
to say complete, annihilation. But the immense nuclear
threat is not the only hazardous way in which politics,
economy and the environment are entangled in the
war. Energy, resources, and infrastructure have become
key weapons in warfare used against the population,
to the extent, as one of the editors of this volume, Eglé

Rindzeviciite, writes in her contribution, that Ukraine

has become hostage to the infrastructure as “points of
vulnerability”. And of course, beyond the scene of war
people have been affected in different ways by the effect
of war on the energy and food supply chains. Aspects of
everyday life are entangled in complex global economic
and ecological infrastructures that have also been target-
ed during this war.

Ithough this infrastructure is global, it is also

framed out of the historical, natural, and cultural
conditions of the region. In her article, Rindzeviéitteé
traces the current situation back to the way that the
infrastructure in Ukraine was shaped through the legacy
of Soviet industrialization and the process of transition
after the fall of the Soviet Union. Irina Sandomirskaja
delves in her essay into the history of the post-war
destruction of cities, or urbicide, as means of moderniza-
tion, but also as a form of warfare that we are witnessing
again today. These are only instances of the complex
relation between the historical legacy of the region and
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current developments in the sphere of ecological con-
cerns to which we have devoted this year’s CBEES State
of the Region Report. In order to shed light on the many
ways of dealing with ecological concerns inherent from
or relating to the legacy of communist modernity and the
transition, we gathered contributions from scholars from
different countries in the region who work predomi-
nantly within environmental sciences but also in cultural

2

history. We combine essays dealing
with overall themes and additional
perspectives with a number of country
reports in the Baltic Sea Region,
Eastern and Central Europe and the
countries of the post-Soviet space

and former Yugoslavia. The respons-
es vary in terms of theme and scope,
but together they constitute a map of
diverse environmental concerns in

the region and in the relation to the
historical legacy as well as contemporary awareness and
responses, forms of resistance and engagement with en-
vironmental issues through politics, activism, and art.

Ithough many years have passed since the fall of the

Soviet Union, in many post-communist countries
in the region of the Baltic Sea and Eastern Europe the
relation to the environment in politics and beyond can
be understood with regard to these two developments:
Soviet modernization and the subsequent transition
period after the fall of the Berlin wall. With its utopia of a
different historical process of industrialization, com-
munism had offered an alternative road to modernization
that was decisive for the way that it would come to treat
nature and its resources. Although the Soviet Union was
founded in 1922, the real starting point for the Soviet
communist project of state-governed industrialization,
extensive extraction of natural resources, collectiviza-
tion and militarization came shortly after the launch of
the Five-Year Plans in the late 1920s, with the so-called
Plan for the Transformation of Nature in 1930, that can be
qualified as “the most harmful and large-scale anti-envi-
ronmental program”, as Paul Josephson writes.?

The Plan displays an openness to a cynical instrumen-
talization of all living things and resulted in extensive
exploitation of non-humans and human beings, with
considerable consequences for Indigenous people who
were subjected to eviction and forced relocation. This
feature of Soviet communism came to have long-lasting

consequences for the region, as thematized by several

contributions in this volume. A particular case in point
is the effect of Soviet modernization on the nature

and people of the Arctic, as discussed in two essays by

Tatiana Kasperski and Paul Josephson, and Vladislava
Vladimirova.

As Eastern Europe came under the Soviet Union’s
sphere of influence after the Second World War, the com-
munist model of industrialization and modernization

spread and intensified throughout
the region. As the starting point for
the above-mentioned essay about
post-war urbicide, Sandomirskaja
takes the case of the Soviet systema-
tization of Romanian villages. Yet if
the Warsaw Pact signatory states all
went through a post-war process of
rapid modernization with massive
industrialization, increased fossil
fuel extraction, extreme urbaniza-
tion, agriculture intensification and the implementation
of nuclear industries, each country was different. And
although the communist system was based on central
planning, not even in one single country, as Justyna
Chodkowska-Miszczuk here shows in the case of Poland,
could the intensification of the agricultural industry be
homogenous due to the country’s pre-WWII tradition.
In many respects, post-war communist modernization
ran parallel with the West, especially since the commu-
nist party secretary Nikita Khrushchev had parted with
Stalinist Bolshevism towards the end of the 1950s and
launched the paradigm of socialist competition with cap-
italism both on earth and in space. Yet, needless to stay,
communist countries’ centralized systems with their
state planned industry and economy continued to frame
their specific relation to its people, the environment, and
its resources up until the fall of the Berlin wall.

ature knows no borders, and the effect of Soviet

industry on the environment also came to be felt
more on the other side of the Iron Curtain. The produc-
tion of hazardous efluents and transboundary pollu-
tion affected both the former Soviet Union, Soviet bloc
countries and neighboring countries. The Chornobyl
incident not only entailed immense suffering but also
took the question of the ability of the system to cope with
a catastrophe and the state of its technical development
beyond its own borders and may have played a certain
role in bringing about the collapse of the Soviet era, as

discussed by Andrei Stsiapanau in his contribution. Yet,



as emblematic as Chornobyl has become, we should not
forget other nuclear accidents in the region, such as the
Chelyabinsk nuclear accident, also called the Kyshtym or
Mayak disaster, which has polluted vast areas of the en-
vironment and human settlements. The Mayak disaster
is presented here in a documentary project by the artist
Pavel Otdelnov.

The ecological concerns faced by countries in the
post-communist space cannot solely be understood with
regard to the legacy of communist modernity. As Pavlinek
and Pickles argued in Environmental Pasts/Environmen-
tal Futures in Post-Socialist Europe, there is no reason to
sustain the myth of an “East-European Ecocide”.? The
impact on the environment was uneven, with certain
black spots such as the black triangle in Poland-Germa-
ny-Czechia. The exploitative approach to nature is not
exclusively communist, as Josephson has pointed out,
and has been similar to that of capitalist countries. The
differences lie in the political, economic, and technical
conditions for coping with environmental problems.*

urther, current ecological concerns are also connect-

ed to the breakdown of state structures and devel-
opments in the region during the transition period, as
for instance the unprecedented race for resources in the
global economy today. When the Eastern Bloc set out on
a transition path from a state-owned planned economy
to privatization and a market economy, the spheres of

industry and natural resources naturally became highly

%

attractive for private foreign and
national interests, and the transition
from state initiatives to private (and
in some case also back to state-owned
through nationalization) have also
proven hazardous for the environ-
ment. Instead of making responsibil-
ity more attractive and transparent,
pollution and its effects have by no
means always been well handled in the countries with
increasing authoritarianism. In the post-Soviet space,
we see abandoned heavy industries, mines and nuclear
plants which no one seems to take responsibility for and
that to this day continue to contaminate ground, water,
forest and air. Particularly worrying are the abandoned
nuclear sites in the Soviet Union, for instance in Tajik-
istan, where it has left highly polluted territories with
background radioactive levels well above the acceptable
level nationwide. The pollution not only threatens the

environment of the entire Ferghana Valley; residents

Introduction

who are poorly informed about radioactive health risks
let their children play on a radioactive spoil tip situated
in the center of the town of Taboshar, for instance, and
unemployed people dig out radioactive metal from the
deposits, which they resell.

nd if much has been written in the media about
the activation of radioactive dust in the Chorno-
byl area following the Russian invasion, much less can
be found about e.g. decommissioned mines that cannot
be maintained and hazardous materials released into
ground water. Moreover, the threat of targeting nuclear
facilities during warfare, whether deliberately or not, has
become a global security and environmental concern,
as Nickolai Denisov and Alla Yushchuk demonstrate in
their report. Nuclear catastrophe has become an im-
pending threat. Nuclear waste risks creating a world that
can no longer sustain life. Beyond the loss of human life
and the shattering of cities and livelihoods, war means
long-lasting destruction of the environment: removing
dangerous military waste, clearing land, water, air, and
natural habitats from the remnants of war, and stabiliz-
ing ecosystems, will be a heavy burden on generations to
come. A region where the impact from the exploitation
of resources is perhaps most apparent is the Arctic, the
topic of several essays in this volume. As a gold mine
for various vast resources, its strategic position and its
scarcely populated areas, the Arctic has become a show-
case of cynical exploitation for the sake of both state and
private wealth, testifying to an utter
neglect of the consequences for the
environment and the habitat. Three
contributions in this volume examine
the consequences of state policies
and private investments for waste
production and pollution (Kasperski
and Josephson), the habitat of Indige-
nous people (Vladimirovna) and local
activism (Elena Gorbacheva).
With the transition to a market economy after the fall
of the Soviet Union, environmental engagement came
to be seen as an ideological threat to liberal economic
development, an attitude that today has given way to
a questioning of facts concerning the environment in
political economic terms, tending to deny the science. In
an essay on the relation to ecological concerns in Russia
today, Alexander Etkind sees a tendency towards denial
of modernity and modernization itself, a means of isolat-

ing from time in order to preserve cynical exploitation.
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And Marc Elie shows how Kazakhstan, which shares
with Russia a past that caused great damage to nature
due to Soviet oil extraction and nuclear experiments, has
now, also like Russia, become a resource state with an
ambivalent attitude towards a green transition, while it
bases the economy on extraction of oil, fossil fuels, and
minerals. Other countries face problems due to foreign
private investors who are not concerned with the effects
on alocal level. As shown in the contribution on Georgia
by Beril Ocakli and Benedikt Ibele, this is the case with
the reconstruction of the Rikoti
Highway, “the modern Silk Road”,

intended to be an alternative tran-

sit route between Europe and Chi-

na, with deep consequences for the

regional environment. This does

not only concern the post-Soviet

sphere. In the case of the transition

to private ownership in Albania,

and in particular, the Patos-Marinza oilfield, Sara Persson
shows how the narrative of renewed high-tech effective
modernization in the post-communist era has brought
about not an increase in welfare but instead widespread
poverty and excessive gas (CO,) emissions. Damir Ar-
senijevi¢, in the case of Bosnia-Herzegovina, proposes
“wasting” as a form of social wealth that confronts and
paralyses living labor.

here is of course a dividing line in the countries

of Central and Eastern Europe between EU and
non-EU members, yet as shown in the cases of both the
Czech Republic and Hungary, an attitude of skepticism
towards environmental engagement can be found also in
the former. With time, countries that have been integrat-
ed into the European Union have set on a different path
with regard to the environment, facing an EU market
that meant either new regulations with impact on a local
level, or de-regulation that could also lead to an increase
in waste, as Gilles Zsuzsa has demonstrated.’ And besides
the fact that one may consider EU policy insufficient vis-
a-vis the ecological threats today, the transition period
in the Eastern and Central European part of the EU also
displays a variety of different problems and challenges
in relation to these regulations and restrictions. Andrea
Cosmina-Albulescu, Michael Manton, Daniela Laron
and Per Angelstam shows in the case of Romanian forest
management how difficult the implementation of EU
policies for greater biodiversity has been in actual reality.
And in the case of Finland, Markku Lehtonen and Matti

Kojo show that trust in science, even in democratic coun-
tries, can lead to an over-trust as science can be used as a
political tool of justification.

Surprisingly, as we can see in a couple of country
reports, citizens in authoritarian states tend to mobilize
more actively. The anti-Shies protests in Northern Russia
demonstrate public resistance against the imposition of
new waste repositories in post-Soviet Russia before the
introduction of the “Foreign Agent” law in 2012 (Kasper-
ski & Josephson, and Gorbacheva reports). Because of

the very palpable threat to people
on alocal level, it appears that
environmental issues can unite
people at grassroots level, despite
strong political repression and
human rights violations. Several
reports also invite us to think of
the importance of local activism,
but also of different forms of local
engagement or corporate responses to the imposition of
supra-national systems. In the case of sustainable food
production in Latvia, agriculture in Poland, co-exist-
ence with wildlife in Bulgaria, or forest management in
Romania, local bottom-up expertise seems crucial for a
sustainable future.

The ongoing war marks a new historical turn, as
several contributions emphasize in this volume. The war
in the Balkans, as Irina Sandormirskaja wrote, led to the
recognition of the consequences of war on the civilian
population, and with time, on the environment. The
landscape scars® testify to the human-caused harm to na-
ture, to the ongoing ecocide. And if war usually emerges
from disputes over political borders, pollution and haz-
ardous emissions have no borders. And as Denisov and
Yushchuk argue in their contribution, the consequences
of war reach far beyond human casualties. Animals and
non-human beings, such as forests and trees, meadows
and ravines, lakes and rivers, soils and especially weather
are impacted as well. These non-human actors prompt us
to challenge our anthropocentric understanding of war-
fare and to reflect on the “age-old humanist distinction
between natural history and human history”.” There is an
urge to go beyond the dichotomy of human and non-hu-
man beings in order to be able to prepare for the coming
environmental changes.

Several reports show that although the legacy of the
past is looming over the environment in the region, there
is also a need to find specific regional and local means of

coping with ecological problems and transforming indus-



tries and supply chains. This may not always be in accord
with how transition was conceived in the 1990s, but may
also pose new-old challenges, or rather the challenge of
finding new ways of relating to the past. As the Bulgarian
case in this volume shows, successful human-wildlife
coexistence has been possible thanks to the low state
intervention and limited investments during the post-so-
cialist period. The sustainable habits that emerged from
the communist period might be reactualized. During
Soviet times, recycling was organized in the form of land-
fills, which created ecological problems. However, these
problems became much worse as the system collapsed
and the level of consumption increased considerably. The
traditional food supply practices inherited from the com-
munist period are another example of a system that was
sustainable. The untrustworthiness of the supply chains
in a planned economy led citizens to consume locally

and develop alternative supply channels. The current
need to engage in more sustainable and regenerative food
systems would gain by learning from these traditional
practices already in place.

f the contributions remind us of the need to capitalize

on local people’s knowledge and social practices to face
current ecological challenges, they also urge us to engage
with the decolonization of knowledge. This report begins
such a conversation by engaging scholars from the re-
gion to reflect on the current environmental challenges
they are facing. And it shows, not surprisingly, that the
kind of knowledge that has been produced hitherto
reflects “mainstream environmentalism” and epistemic
inequality. The ongoing war in Ukraine questions even
more accurately how the world is being informed about
environmental consequences and by whom. Since the
ecological problems at stake have no borders, we should
critically consider the political implications of the
epistemic hierarchies embedded in previous and current
knowledge production, but also our territorializing and
anthropocentric practices.

Introduction

Chornobyl is the Ukrainian spelling that is now adopted by

the TAEA. Chernobyl is however the spelling used when the
catastrophe took place in 1986, under Soviet regime. In this report,
therefore, both spellings occur.

Paul Josephson, “Introduction. The Stalin Plan for the
Transformation of Nature, and the East European Experience”,
in ed. Doubravka Ol$akov4, The Name of Great Work. Stalin’s Plan
for the Transformation of Nature and its Impact in Eastern Europe,
(New York: Berghahn Books, 2016), 1-36.

Peter Pavlinek and John Pickles, “Environmental Pasts/
Environmental Futures in Post-Socialist Europe” in eds.,

JoAnn Carmin and Stacy D. VanDeveer EU Enlargement and the
Environment. Institutional Change and Environmental Policy in
Central and Eastern Europe (2004): 241.

Ibid.

Gilles Zsuzsa, Paprika, Foie Gras, and Red Mud: The Politics of
Materiality in the European Union (2016 Indiana University Press)
Anna Storm, Post-Industrial Landscape Scars, (2014 New York, NY:
Palgrave Macmillan).

Dipesh Chakrabarty, “The Climate of History: Four Theses”,
Critical Inquiry no. 35 (2008): 197-222 (201).
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Essay

Hosts and Hostages of Modern Infrastructure:

The Halos

of Destruction

in Ukraine

by Eglé Rindzeviciate

his essay explores the legacy of the Soviet
technoscientific industrialization in Ukraine as
a case of infrastructural modernization which

caused environmental harms and, in turn,

has become a target of destruction during the ongoing
war with Russia. As noted by Paul Edwards, it is when
infrastructures fail, are disrupted or destroyed that their
constitutive social and political function becomes visible.!
However, the societal significance of infrastructure also
manifests at the point of design. The politics of infrastruc-
ture can be expressed in the long-term future planning,
where vulnerabilities and strategic opportunities are
anticipated: infrastructures get securitized.? In what fol-
lows, I discuss the ambivalent roles of the nuclear power
and coal and steel industry infrastructures in Ukraine as
they shifted from vehicles of progress to sources of vul-
nerability and harm. Due to the limited space, this essay
cannot do justice to the complexity of Ukraine’s industrial
and environmental history. The main goal is to contribute
an argument that societies are both hosts and hostages of
industrial infrastructure, resulting in interdependencies
that can lead to vulnerabilities.? This is particularly signif-
icant in the countries such as Ukraine which are undergo-

ing a violent process of de-colonization.

As noted by Olesya Khromeychuk, there is a lack of
social research on Ukraine despite it being the largest
country in Europe.? In the context of East European
area studies, Ukraine was mainly studied in relation to
ethnic relations, genocide, cultural history and politics of
post-Soviet transformation, whereas existing knowledge
about the Ukrainian environment, science and technol-
ogy is largely focused on the impacts of the Chornobyl
catastrophe. Although the work on Ukrainian science,
technology, and the environment during the 20 century
is emerging, much more should be done.

here is urgency for this too: since 2014, Russia’s war
Taction has been physically destroying the material
remnants of Soviet modernization and development
and in so doing, erasing the evidence of just how much
the development of Soviet civilization depended on the
subjugated republics. After the Second World War, much
of the Soviet economy depended on the technoscientific
development streaming from Ukrainian institutions. For
instance, the first Soviet mainframe computers MESM
and then BESM were designed by Sergei Lebedev in
Kyiv in 1951. The plan to establish an all-union comput-
er network, OGAS, was created and driven by another

15
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Azovstal iron and steel factory, Mariupol, Ukraine, 2014.

Kyiv scientist, the cybernetician Viktor Glushkov in
1964-1970.° The entire field of technology assessment
and organization of scientific information was shaped

by Genadii Dobrov in the 1950s-1960s.° Sophisticated
methods of planning and computerization enabled the
construction of the gas pipes through Ukraine in the
1970s, which secured the flow of revenue that kept the
faltering Soviet economy alive for a decade and, in the
longer term, contributed to the rise of Russia’s oil and gas
fueled power.”

Therefore, by targeting industrial infrastructure Russia
is arguably destroying not only utilities, but also the very
Ukrainian past, the material memory milieus, and under-
mining the source basis for hitherto unwritten histories.
Moreover, I argue that Russia’s destructive action is
particularly damaging because it erases the evidence of the
earlier damage inflicted by the ruthless Soviet industriali-
zation in Ukraine. The cases discussed pertain to the most
prominent examples where coal, steel and nuclear infra-
structures became objects of military destruction, focus-
ing on the Azovstal steelworks in Donbas, the nuclear site
of Chornobyl and the neutron research facility in Kharkiv.

Coal and Steel Host(age)s

The Donbas region, situated in Eastern Ukraine, was
a center of the heady Soviet industrialization program

since the 1930s. A century of emissions of heavy metals
and other chemical particles made this region one of the
most polluted areas in the world.® It is profoundly shaped
by what Anna Storm described as the industrial scars of
its landscape.’ The very name Donbas is a contraction of
Donetsk Coal Basin, which is indicative, as Victoria Do-
novan and Iryna Sklokina noted, of the extractivist and
colonial framing of the region, a reading which is increas-
ingly often articulated in Ukrainian cultural discourses,
where some suggest dropping the use of the name.’® The
mining industry in Donbas began in the 1870s, when iron
ore, anthracite, and coke deposits were discovered. The
mega scale constructions, resulting in the metallurgic
factories such as Azovstal, Krivorozhstal, and Zapor-
izhstal, were initiated by Stalin during the first five-year
plan. Azovstal was expected to match the grand scale of
Magnitogorsk, the flagship Soviet industrial city which
was built at breakneck speed as Stalin desired to catch up
with US levels of steel production." The construction of
Azovstal in the harbor town Mariupol was approved in
1930 and completed in 1933. Azovstal, alongside with the
older IV’ich steelworks created by merging two nine-
teenth-century factories, became the most powerful or-
ganizational actor in Mariupol, shaping the city’s life for
the next century.”? Like Magnitogorsk’s, Mariupol’s popu-
lation grew to about 400,000, but unlike Magnitogorsk’s,
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Mariupol’s roots went back to the eighteenth century and
it had a strong local identity, where Ukrainian and Soviet
industrial working class cultures intertwined.?

uring the Second World War, Azovstal’s produc-
D tion lines were evacuated to the Urals before the
city was captured by the Nazis. During the occupation,
the factory was managed by the Krupp concern. The
Germans partially rebuilt the mines that were destroyed
by the retreating Red Army and deployed

Essay

However, the opposite happened: the 2014-2022
Russian invasion added another layer of destruction to
Donbas. The military escalation followed Maidan pro-
tests (2013-2014), when President Yanukovych refused
to sign a trade agreement with the European Union, with
the Russian occupation of Crimea and the declaration of
Donetsk and Luhansk self-proclaimed republics in 2014.
The fights over Mariupol started in 2014, but the steel
city remained in Ukraine. Between 2014 and February

2022, wars in Donbas resulted in the dis-

forced labor until their own retreat, when
they blasted Azovstal so that it was no

longer usable. Those survivors who had

worked under the Germans were stigma-
tized as traitors.** These waves of ruthless
industrialization, occupations and purges
devastated not only the Ukrainian popu-
lation but also its environment.’* Azovstal
was rebuilt in 1945, when bomb shelters

and tunnels for high grade electricity

The
fights
over Mariupol
started in 2014,
but the steel
city remained
in Ukraine.

placement of 1.8 million and thousands of
casualties. The region’s key public health
infrastructure suffered vast damage: in
addition to the shelling of hospitals, the
population suffered from a deteriorating
environment following the destruction of
water filtration plants, release of hazard-
ous chemicals and escape of hazardous
materials from mines into the ground
water.?2 There were many unexploded

cables were installed.' It is in these under-
ground spaces that city residents and Ukrainian fighters
from the Azov regiment took shelter during the Russian
invasion in 2022.

The Soviet Ukrainian coal and steel industry grew in
the 1950s and 1960s, but began to decline in the 1970s.
In the 1990s, about 100 of 246 mines were closed and
those remaining open were in urgent need of moderniza-
tion.”” The steel industry also faced challenges: Although
Azovstal, once the largest steel producer in the country,
invested in the modernization of the plant and continued
exporting its production to Russia and internationally,
the region suffered high unemployment and pollution.!®
Researchers referred to the stretch between Donbas and
Kharkiv as a post-Soviet “rust belt”.”* It was also a toxic
belt: the Soviet coal mining and metallurgic industries
produced emissions and left behind mountains of toxic
waste, both underground and overground, contaminating
ground water and the atmosphere.?’ While the develop-
ment of the Soviet modernity in Donbas was entrenched
in what Oleksiy Radynski described as “endless, volun-
tary, sacrificial self-exploitation” epitomised by the indus-
trial shock-workers in the 1930s who over-fulfilled their
quotas at the expense of their own health, the crumbling
and corrupt post-Soviet economy continued exhausting
both landscapes and bodies in the region.?' In the past
three decades, environmentalists called for significant
investment to clean up the legacies of Soviet industrial

development and to modernize coal and steel production.

mines in the countryside. According to
a study done under the auspices of the United Nations
Environment Programme, in 2014-2018, the war severely
impacted ecosystems within an area of at least 0.5 million
hectares.? Only about 15% of Ukrainian land is covered
with forest and hardly any spaces of natural environ-
ment exist that are not transformed by human economic
activities. The ongoing war is expanding the belligerative
landscapes (the landscapes of destruction), which are
estimated to occupy about 20% of the territory.?*

The ongoing industrial scarring was caused not only by
mining activities, which were developed in Donbas for
several centuries, but also nuclear technology: in 1979, a
nuclear device was detonated underground in YunKom
mine to test its impact on the accumulated gases. The
residual radioactivity is contained underground but there
is a significant risk of radionuclides escaping into the
surrounding soil and water.?s Further risks of radioac-
tive contamination arise from a number of radioactive
waste storage facilities, such as Donetsk State Factory of
Chemical Products, where waste has been dumped since
the 1960s.%

he military destruction and suffering add further to
Twhat researchers refer to as “superposition of halos
of pollution” in Donbas.” These halos of pollution have
gained high visibility in conjunction with social problems
such as deprivation and wartime destruction. Indeed,

the cultural imaginaries of Donbas region, as noted by
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Victoria Donovan and Darya Tsymbalyuk, are cemented
as a site of “extreme violence and despair,” where visual
artists and film makers, such as Sergei Loznitsa in his
Donbas (2018), deploy “the aesthetics of dereliction and
apocalyptic ruination”.?® In contrast, the Lithuanian
anthropologist and film maker Mantas Kvédaravi¢ius
documented the region’s residents and their mundane,
everyday forms of coping with the hardships and the war
in his Mariupolis (2016) and Mariupolis 2 (2022). The
last film was released post mortem, as Kvédaravi¢ius was
tragically executed by the Russian army

about 800 radioactive waste storage facilities, a source of
tremendous risk.

Ignoring, or perhaps not aware of, the radiological risk,
the Russian soldiers dug trenches into the radioactive soil
in the so-called Red Forest, activating the dust that sent
the readings of the radioactivity meters up. The Chorno-
byl staff were taken hostage and ordered to continue their
work at the reactor. The Central Analytical Laboratory
that contained valuable radiological samples was looted
and destroyed.* For the next few days Europe waited in

trepidation as the radioactivity sensors

during the siege of Mariupol, from where
he was reporting in the spring of 2022.
With the Russian siege of Azovstal
in the spring of 2022, the aesthetics of
despair and extreme ruination was dis-
seminated worldwide. Mariupol, a city
hosting the key Ukrainian steel industry,
became a hostage of the Russian army.
City residents and the Azov regiment

of the Ukrainian army took shelter in

Chornobyl

was the
first but not the
last site of civil
nuclear power to
be entangled in
the war action.

were disrupted and no information was
emerging from the captured Chorno-
byl. The International Atomic Energy
Agency (IAEA) protested but to no avail.
The world was facing an unprecedented
nuclear threat: military action targeting
civil nuclear power facilities, contraven-
ing the Geneva Convention (1979).
Chornobyl was the first but not the last

site of civil nuclear power to be entan-

the Azovstal factory, hiding in the maze

of underground tunnels when the Russian army were
shelling the structure. The battles, known as the siege

of Mariupol, lasted until May 20, 2022. The imaginar-

ies of destruction and horror have firmly replaced not
only the avant-garde and socialist realist images, such as
Dziga Vertov’s film Enthusiasm: The Symphony of Donbas
(1931), but also the more gentle images of decay of the
1990s that attracted alternative tourists, fascinated with
the industrial ruins.

Nuclear Host(age)s

The world media appeared to pause in shock when the
news that the Russian army had entered the Chornobyl
zone hit the front pages. When on February 24, 2022,
Russia began a full-scale invasion of Ukraine, one of the
lines of approach went through Chornobyl - the area of
the worst man-made disaster, caused by the explosion of
the RBKM reactor in 1986. On February 25, 2022, soldiers
captured the Chornobyl nuclear power plant, including
the exploded reactor Unit 4, covered by a shield (the
other three reactors were inactive, shut down in 2000).
The environment around the exploded reactor itself was
an enormous hazard: For instance, a study revealed that
workers involved in building the new shelter pres-

ent cognitive deterioration, which is attributed to the
exposure to radiation.?” Moreover, the 30 km exclusion
zone contains not only hotspots of radiation, but also

gled in the war action: the following
months saw the shelling of the Zaporizhzhia Nuclear
Power Plant, damage to which was deemed to be much
riskier than Chornobyl not only because Zaporizhzhia
had large reactors running, but also because it kept a
large amount of highly irradiated spent nuclear fuel on
the site.® Scientific research reactors were also under
attack: a new research reactor at the Neutron Source
Facility, part of the Kharkiv Institute of Physics and
Technology, the crucible of Soviet atomic power, was
destroyed by Russian shelling.?

hreatening and destroying the material infrastruc-
Ttures that are symbols of Ukraine’s westward ori-
entation and development adds to the overlapping halos
of destruction. The social and political significance of
nuclear reactors cannot be underestimated. Their origins
are rooted in the dreams and utopias of the 20® century’s
atomic age: To secure the political status of a nuclear
power in the arms race, to design a source of reliable
energy to fuel economic growth and social development,
to serve as a symbol of technoscientific prowess and to
bolster the status and power of the state socialist regime
in the Cold War competition.® The political effects of the
Chornobyl disaster spilled over in the socialist bloc coun-
tries, fueling anti-nuclear and pro-democracy move-
ments.* It also influenced the nuclear sector globally by
prompting the increase of safety regulations and stress
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IAEA Director General Rafael Grossi and mission team mem-

bers inspecting Zaporizhzhya nuclear power plant in Ukraine,
September 1, 2022.

testing of nuclear facilities.* Following the collapse of the
Soviet Union in 1991, the Ukrainian nuclear sector was
anchored in the dedication to peace building by return-
ing nuclear weapons to Russia and securing the energy
and environmental futures by modernizing, or shutting
down, the country’s fifteen nuclear reactors. Indeed, the
modernization of the Ukrainian nuclear sector became a
symbol of post-Soviet reconstruction and integration in
the European Union as well as globalization.*

Nowhere was this so evident as in the case of the
Chornobyl Shelter project, managed and funded by the
European Bank of Reconstruction and Development,
which entailed an extensive international cooperation
i