
FORTY YEARS AFTER CHORNOBYL 

Afterword to the second edition of Yuri Shcherbak’s documentary novel Chornobyl. A Warning 
to Humanity, 1987-1991, 2025-2026, supplemented and updated 

Dear reader, you have just turned the final page of Chornobyl: A Warning to Humanity, the text 
of which was initially published in the Soviet Union (Moscow and Kyiv) in 1987, 1988, and 
1991. This is a document of its time, with all of the advantages and shortcomings this implies 

I was very grateful to receive a proposal from Ivan Malkovych, a prominent Ukrainian poet and 
publisher, to reprint the novel on this year’s 40th anniversary of the tragedy. I immediately 
suggested adding an afterword to the original text, highlighting some of the lessons of the 
Chornobyl disaster and describing the story and circumstances surrounding the novel’s writing. I 
am convinced that without these explanations and additions from today’s perspective, the 
publication will be incomplete and lack the depth of truth needed to understand the causes and 
consequences of the events that took place at the Chornobyl Nuclear Power Plant.  

1. 

Forty years ago, on April 26, 1986, the largest man-made nuclear disaster in human history 
occurred: the explosion at the fourth reactor at the Chornobyl Nuclear Power Plant in Ukraine. A 
new, surreal entity called the Zone appeared on the world map. It still exists today, despite all of 
the geopolitical changes that humanity has undergone during this time. 

What remains are a dead power plant, an empty city resembling a modern-day Pompeii, and a 
territory of heightened radioactivity with its own borders, strict rules, restrictions and special 
regime the name of which is known to every person on Earth: Chornobyl. 

The date of this unprecedented global catastrophe and the dramatic circumstances of its 
liquidation have been stamped forever in the annals of mankind. The disaster became an event of 
global significance not only because of its unprecedented nuclear, technological, medical, socio-
economic and environmental consequences. Chornobyl has imprinted itself in the memory of 
generations primarily as a possible prelude to a man-made Apocalypse, the destruction of life on 
Earth through a technogenic disaster. The abyss of an eerie anti-world opened up before 
humanity.  Ancient myths and fears came to life and the ghosts of Hiroshima and Nagasaki 
loomed over every home that fell within the Zone where the so-called “peaceful atom” did its 
work. 

This accident was unprecedented not only because of the global scale and the diverse challenges 
it presented, but also because it was a new type of disaster. The explosion of a gigantic isotopic 
radioactive bomb within the RBMK reactor did not occur as a result of hostilities or a terrorist 
attack (even though such explanations were offered). Rather, it occurred spontaneously and 
unexpectedly as a result of lethal imperfections in a technological super-system and glaring 
errors in its operation. 

For the first time in its civilizational development, humanity faced the threat of self-destruction 
not because of war, but because of a collision with the so-called “peaceful atom.”  

Within a few days of the accident, Ukraine - at that time a coerced, subservient province of the 
Communist Evil Empire - found itself at the epicenter of a global information storm. The 
international community and free media tried to penetrate the iron curtain of silence and 
disinformation to understand what had really happened at Chornobyl. It was a paradox that 
thanks to the tragedy, Ukraine, which had until then been in the shadow of the Russian Empire, 



suddenly found itself on the world stage.  It became known and recognized throughout the world 
- with significant political consequences. 

The Kremlin’s naïve hopes of hiding the truth proved to be in vain. Humanity had already 
entered the era of transnational global satellite monitoring and international information 
networks. The US commercial satellite Landsat recorded two hot spots at the nuclear plant, and 
photographs of the cooling pool showed that the reactors had been shut down. 

The Chornobyl disaster began with a big lie by the Communist system, with its unwillingness to 
acknowledge its historic defeat in the competition with free-market democracies.  

Contrary to its proclaimed policies of Perestroika, or new thinking, and Glasnost, openness, the 
Kremlin leadership tried to preserve its totalitarian system of top-secret false propaganda and 
demagoguery. They refused  to cooperate with western countries on issues of science and 
technology and deliberately risked the lives and health of millions of their own citizens, 
especially those children who found themselves in radioactively contaminated areas. There, 
everything - the environment, water, milk, food, and air - created a danger that caused anxiety, 
depression, and widespread panic. 

The disaster’s historical significance lies in the fact that it became a harbinger and catalyst for 
the collapse of the USSR and the emergence of an independent Ukrainian state just six years 
after the reactor exploded. It was after the accident, in response to the false propaganda 
campaign by the government’s “Chornobyl Nightingales,” that the Ukrainian people began to 
generate a powerful resistance, leading to the emergence of the first civil society organizations 
from which future opposition movements and parties grew. The word “Chornobyl” became a 
universal byword for the failure of all kinds of ambitious, large-scale projects. 

2. 

Forty years have passed since those terrible days, which I will remember for the rest of my life; 
days filled with bitterness and the hard work of scientists, builders, military personnel, doctors, 
and hundreds of thousands of people from different backgrounds all united by the word 
“liquidator.” 

The forty years spanning the end of the tumultuous 20th century and the first quarter of the 21st 
century - which have ushered in a very real threat of World War III - is a very significant 
historical period even by the standards of our fast-moving times. 

The years between 1986 and 2026 were a time of unprecedented geopolitical change. The 
Chornobyl accident took place towards the very end of the Cold War (1947-1991) – a global 
military-political confrontation between two hostile systems, communism and capitalism – at a 
time when the Empire of Evil was beginning to disintegrate because of its inefficiencies and 
criminal nature.  

After the Soviet Union collapsed, new independent states emerged from its ruins. Some of them 
became members of NATO and the European Union, while Russia has turned into a neo-fascist 
dictatorship that has unleashed a bloody war against Ukraine.  Communist China has risen from 
poverty to become a global power with pretensions to world leadership and trying to overtake the 
United States.  And America itself has entered a period of painful transformation and, under the 
controversial leadership of President Trump, risks withdrawing altogether from the global arena. 
The world is gradually dividing into a democratic North and authoritarian South, setting the 
stage for renewed global conflict. 

The past forty years have witnessed the emergence and development of a new information age 
based on technologies that radically change the mentality of humankind.  It is an era of new and 
fundamental discoveries in the field of genetics, bioengineering, neurolinguistics, astrophysics, 



and a time of revolutionary inventions, including in weaponry.  It is an era of artificial 
intelligence, which can radically alter the civilizational paradigm, by becoming a previously 
unimaginable instrument of subjugation leading to a new era of medieval darkness. 

Against the backdrop of these changes and anxieties, it is only natural that the memory of the 
Chornobyl disaster is fading. Most of its witnesses and participants have died. According to 
independent experts, 500,000 people involved in cleaning up the accident have passed away. The 
country that gave birth to “peaceful” nuclear energy by replicating outdated RBMK military 
reactors stolen from the United States and intended for producing weapons-grade plutonium has 
itself vanished. 

Humanity is preoccupied with new concerns and Chornobyl is becoming a thing of the past, on a 
par with the Titanic tragedy. For new generations, the nuclear disaster of 1986 is turning into a 
faded page in history books, losing the vivid, dramatic aspects and passions that once gripped 
millions of people in Ukraine, Belarus, and throughout the world.A 

But Chornobyl must never be forgotten.  The problems it generated remain unresolved. The 
Exclusion Zone continues to pose risks and the question of radioactive waste disposal remains. 
The legacy of the Chornobyl disaster is also a pressing issue in terms of its broader aspects.  As 
of 2025, there were 416 nuclear reactors operating in 32 countries, with 23 units 
decommissioned and a further 60 new reactors under construction in 17 countries, mostly China 
and India.  Since 1945, humanity has managed to create a powerful, global, nuclear military and 
energy industry, which brings with it the danger of a repeat Chornobyl disaster under new 
historical and technological conditions. 

It should be stressed that even almost forty years after the disaster, the Sarcophagus, the structure 
housing the ruined fourth reactor, continues to pose a potential threat to both the environment 
and the population. It contains about 185 tons of nuclear materials for which there are no - 
repeat, no -  reliable means of control. In fact, about 95 percent of the fuel that was in the fourth 
reactor at the time of the accident remains in place with a total activity of approximately 16 
million curies. The exposure dose of gamma radiation averages about 3,300 roentgens per hour!  

Thus, there is every reason to believe that a slow-acting nuclear bomb continues to tick in the 
heart of Ukraine. We must remember this. 

3. 

Chornobyl has halted, unfortunately only temporarily, the arrogance of technological 
imperialism, the unjustified optimism of Soviet and U.S. physicists who offered humanity the 
vision of a triumphant march of nuclear energy, i.e., the construction of 2,500 to 3,000 new 
nuclear reactors by the beginning of the 21st century. The plan was to build twelve super-
powerful nuclear units at the Chornobyl NPP site without taking into account the extreme danger 
of concentrating such a gigantic capacity in one place. 

The RBMK reactors at the Chornobyl Nuclear Power Plant originated from the military nuclear 
sector and are direct descendants of the weapons reactors of the US and Soviet nuclear 
programmes. The world's first nuclear industrial facility of this type was the U.S. military 
Hanford B reactor launched on September 26, 1944, as part of the Manhattan Project, and 
designed for the industrial production of plutonium-239.  (This material was used in the Fat Man 
bomb dropped on Nagasaki on 9 August, 1945.) The reactor was a multi-channel, graphite, 
water-cooled design.  



The first Soviet weapons-grade reactor was Reactor A (“Annushka”) which came online on June 
19, 1948, at the Mayak plant in the Chelyabinsk region. It was a graphite, water-cooled, channel-
type reactor designed for the production of plutonium-239. It was the first  reactor designed to 
produce Soviet plutonium bombs. 

Interestingly, the US nuclear program was launched in 1942, and the launch of a similar Soviet 
program followed in 1943.  So what happened? Was this a coincidence? Perhaps an example of 
parallel thinking by American and Soviet nuclear geniuses? No. The unprecedented scale of 
Soviet espionage operations in the US was the reason behind this synchronization. Thanks to the 
activities of a group of Soviet agents in the United States and the United Kingdom, thousands of 
top-secret documents were sent to the Soviet Union by diplomatic pouch and ‘products’ (samples 
of uranium and pieces of equipment) were flown via Alaska as part of the Lend-Lease program! 

Chapter 17 of my book “Ukraine's Third World War. The Victory and Defeat of Ukraine and the 
Fall of Russia” (2025) addresses this issue and presents some striking facts. Without diminishing 
the abilities of Soviet nuclear physicists, I noted that many technical solutions, at the insistence 
of Joseph Stalin and Lavrentiy Beria, were copied from American plans and replicated. 

Direct confirmation that I.Kurchatov was familiar with the operation of the nuclear reactor in 
Hanford is contained in an extremely interesting document from the Foreign Intelligence Service 
of the Russian Federation (Intelligence and the Creation of the Atomic Bomb, 
svr.gov.ru/history/stages/stage06.htm).  In a memo dated December 31, 1946, addressed to the 
Soviet Minister of State Security of the USSR, V. Abakumov,  Kurchatov wrote that: “Some 
features of the operation of nuclear reactors in Hanford, in my opinion, are plausible and of great 
interest for our domestic work.” Later, the RBMK weapons-grade reactor was adapted by the 
Soviets to the needs of the “peaceful” nuclear sector where it was replicated with all of its 
inherent design flaws - leading eventually to the explosion of the fourth Chornoby reactor unit. 

4. 

Chornobyl signaled a growing danger to humanity in the form of a so-called critical 
infrastructure, or, in other words, Technological Super Systems (TSS). These include not only 
nuclear facilities, but also computer networks, energy and transportation systems (primarily 
aviation), and strategic chemical and oil refineries. 

Chornobyl and, more recently, Fukushima are not just ordinary accidents, but alarm signals sent 
to the whole of humanity, a warning of possible future global disasters. One could view the 
Chornobyl catastrophe as an unfortunate episode that occurred in a technologically backward 
country with low-skilled personnel, if not for the nuclear accident at Japan's Fukushima nuclear 
power plant. What happened there on March 11, 2011, showed conclusively that a nuclear power 
plant of any design and modification is an extremely dangerous facility, a nuclear time bomb 
requiring extremely careful management.  

Chornobyl and Fukushima revealed the sad truth that these disasters were caused by a lack of 
foresight among the designers and operating personnel of these nuclear power plants. None of 
them imagined what might happen to a flawed reactor with incorrectly designed control and 
safety systems if operating regulations were violated. The Chornobyl team could not even believe 
the evidence of their own eyes that a reactor explosion had occurred! 

The Almighty played a similarly cruel trick on the designers of the Fukushima NPP. Having 
reliably protected the reactor units from the maximum impact of an earthquake, the designers left 
the cooling systems - the weakest link in the reactor - on the lower levels. The tsunami protection 
wall was 5.7 meters high, but the tsunami wave during the extreme earthquake of March 11, 
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2011 reached a height of 14 meters. As a result, the cooling systems were flooded with seawater 
and destroyed, causing the reactor to overheat. 

5.  

The Chornobyl disaster was an event of global significance that affected the fate of millions of 
people and the environment in large areas of a number of countries in the northern hemisphere - 
including Ukraine, Belarus, Russia, Sweden, Poland, Germany, France, the United Kingdom, 
Georgia and Turkey. As a result of two explosions in the fourth unit and a fire that lasted ten 
days, 90 to 300 million curies of radioactivity were released from the ruined reactor into the 
environment. 

According to UN estimates, the radiation leakage from the Chornobyl disaster was 100 to 300 
times greater than the radiation from the explosion of the two atomic bombs in Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki.  Radioactive fallout eventually covered an area inhabited by three billion people. In 13 
European countries, more than 50 percent of the territory was contaminated with radioactive 
nuclides. In light of the above, the problems faced by people living in areas contaminated with 
radioactive substances are particularly acute. The populations had to be supplied with, for 
example, clean drinking water and all kinds of provisions for a very long time. 

The Chornobyl disaster was also a kind of dress rehearsal for the great war that would later come 
to Ukraine in February 2022.  Anxiety for their own safety and the lives of their children gripped 
millions of people. A lack of information and uncertainty created panic. The Zone itself came to 
resemble a large military camp, and hundreds of thousands of refugees appeared there. In the 
spring and summer of 1986, 116,000 people were evacuated from the Zone. More than 230,000 
people were eventually relocated from their homes. The accident demonstrated (on a smaller 
scale, of course) the possible problems and consequences of nuclear war. 

The Chornobyl type of nuclear catastrophe (military nuclear explosions emit a huge amount of 
thermal energy) was characterized by a cumulative effect that led to an increase in health 
problems among the power plant’s personnel, the 600,000 liquidators, and people living in 
contaminated areas. Over two million people were registered by the Ukrainian authorities as 
victims of the Chornobyl disaster. 

In addition to the 30 officially confirmed immediate deaths of firefighters and power plant 
workers from acute radiation poisoning, new and previously unknown medical consequences 
were also recorded as a result of the disaster, such as the phenomenon of immunosuppression 
known as ‘Chornobyl AIDS.’ This condition contributes to the development of many illnesses, 
ranging from infectious diseases to cancer. The impact of osteotropic radionuclides on children’s 
bodies was revealed through the absorption of radioactive strontium and alpha radionuclides into 
bone tissue. Ukrainian and Japanese doctors examined kidney and urinary tract pathologies. 
Fatigue syndrome and vegetative-vascular dystonia syndrome became widespread among the 
liquidators. As expected, the number of thyroid cancer cases increased dramatically (over 7000 cases in 
the contaminated area alone).  It is clear that a Chornobyl-type accident places a significant 
burden on the health services: 400 special medical teams  consisting of about 2,500 doctors and 
4,000 nurses worked in the disaster area. 

 

 

 

 



6. 

The Chornobyl accident raised the issues of properly informing a population about disasters and 
the relationship between the state and civil society. This problem is linked to the considerable 
lack of trust in their authorities by the citizens of any country, especially dictatorships. The 
distrust of government actions and statements, typical of Communist and post-Communist 
countries, is also now observable in democratic states. 

The unprecedented efforts by the Soviet Communist regime to block information about the 
events at Chornobyl and the situation in the surrounding areas, accompanied by a propaganda 
campaign of half-truths and disinformation, led to the complete loss of trust by the Ukrainian 
people in the Communist system, a process that I was able to observe firsthand.  

Upon returning from my trips to the Zone, I met with numerous readers and read hundreds of 
letters sent to Ukrainian Radio. I witnessed the stark contrast between the leadership’s optimism 
and the reality experienced by ordinary citizens. These leaders ranged from the CPSU General 
Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev and the Chairman of the Council of Ministers of the Ukrainian 
SSR Oleksandr Lyashko to mid-level functionaries, scientists from the nuclear lobby, concerned 
doctors, and corrupt journalists known as “Chornobyl Nightingales." This lack of credibility 
fueled people’s desire for the truth that Communist functionaries were hiding from them. I saw 
old Communists abandoning a party that had betrayed them and their children. 

This widespread disbelief, the deep rift between the regime and the people became one of the 
fundamental reasons for the collapse of the Soviet Union. A particularly disgusting crime of the 
Communist Party were the 1986 May Day celebrations in Kyiv and the regions adjacent to the 
disaster zone that involved children - even though dangerously high levels of atmospheric 
radiation had already been recorded. This vile display of “unity of people and party” during the 
atomic plague was qualified as a criminal act by the first public Chornobyl tribunal organized in 
1990 by the Ukrainian environmental association Green World, of which I was then the 
chairman. The Communist regime was also accused of leaving the surrounding villages to fend 
for themselves (even though the city of Pripyat had already been evacuated), of concealing 
information about the high levels of radiation in food products, and of responsibility for the 
absence of a timely iodine-based preventative programme for the population in the affected 
areas. 

Ukrainian environmental activists had significant reservations about the activities of the UN 
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), which during the Chornobyl disaster behaved not 
as an impartial UN regulatory body protecting the interests of humanity, but as a lobbying 
organization serving the narrow interests of clients, such as the powerful military nuclear energy 
companies of the USSR, France, and the United States. The IAEA was accused of entering into a 
secret arrangement with the UN World Health Organization (WHO) to deliberately disseminate 
unjustifiably optimistic information about the consequences of Chornobyl, and of ignoring 
genuine data on the damage the disaster had caused to human health. The WHO actively 
supported the Soviet authorities’ false narrative about the spread of so-called “radiophobia” 
among the population in order to conceal the true impact on public health.  It is no surprise that 
heated debates and discussions still continue around a wide range of issues related to the 
Chornobyl disaster. 

 

 

 

7. 



Tens of thousands of scholarly articles and memoirs, thousands of books and monographs, many 
poems and dozens of documentaries, feature films and TV serials have been devoted to the 
Chornobyl disaster.  

I take pride that my documentary novel Chornobyl is not last on any list. This work was first 
published in a shortened version in 1987 in the popular Moscow magazine Yunost. It was then 
published as a separate book in nearly thirty countries, including the United States, Canada, 
Japan, China, Germany, Switzerland, Poland, Hungary, and Slovakia.  Through its documentary 
and non-propagandistic approach, I tried to provide an objective account of events. 

After its release, the book became the focus of public attention both in the USSR and abroad. As 
the author, I am proud that Craig Mazin, the creator of the popular British-American TV series 
Chornobyl, listed the English-language version of Chornobyl among the five books that inspired 
the series. “This documentary novel,” C. Mazin noted, “contains striking facts from the 
Ukrainian and Soviet perspectives, including some surprising thoughts from Academician 
Legasov” (Indie Wire, June 4, 2019).  

How did I come up with the idea of writing a documentary novel on Chornobyl? 

April 26, 1986, was an unforgettably warm Spring day and we - several Kyiv doctors - had 
gathered to celebrate a friend’s birthday. After congratulatory toasts and lunch, we moved out 
onto the balcony.  We were in a cheerful mood. One of the guests then told me that a group of 
people from the Chornobyl nuclear power plant had just been brought to the Zhovtnevy Hospital 
in central Kyiv. 

I knew nothing about nuclear power plants and had never been to Chornobyl. I did not even 
know that electricity was supplied to Kyiv from there and attached no significance to the news. 
The colleague only commented in passing that there must have been a rupture in some pipeline, 
releasing hot steam. Such incidents do happen, unfortunately. That was the extent of my 
knowledge of nuclear energy. The next day, however, a doctor friend with contacts at the highest 
levels of Kyiv’s city government called. He told me that the situation at the plant was extremely 
serious. A radiation leak had occurred and there were many victims. There was also a long line 
in front of the Communist Party's railway ticket office on Bankova Street. Families were being 
sent out of Kyiv. 

This is how a mechanism for the unofficial dissemination of rumors, truths, and half-truths began 
taking shape in Kyiv; a chain reaction of information about a nuclear disaster of unprecedented 
proportions spread via friends, acquaintances, relatives, and colleagues. Panic spread throughout 
Kyiv like a viral epidemic. Acutely aware of the lack of information and with a growing concern 
for my children and my newly born granddaughter, I decided to confront this anxiety born of 
ignorance in the only way open to me: by traveling to Chornobyl and learning the truth from 
primary sources. 

We discussed this idea with my friend Hryhorii Kipnis, the Kyiv-based representative of the 
Moscow-based Literaturnaya Gazeta, who supported the plan and immediately issued me with a 
permit. Moscow had formed a newspaper pool that would also allow me to cover the events at 
the Chornobyl plant.  The pool consisted of the regime’s loyal pillars of propaganda, such as 
Pravda, Izvestia, Trud, Krasnaya Zvezda, and others. Literaturnaya Gazeta, which was then 
considered too liberal - verging on the subversive - was not formally included in that group. “Our 
face doesn’t fit,” remarked Hryhorii, an experienced journalist, a free-thinker and a war veteran 
with a great sense of humour, “but our paper must have its man in Chornobyl at all costs.” 
Kipnis and I were both gripped by a tremendous excitement. 

The idea was thus born not out of courage, but out of anxiety and curiosity.  I also wanted to 
compare Chornobyl with my experience of dealing with cholera epidemics in Uzbekistan and 
Ukraine.  In early May, the idea took me to the office of Anatoliy Romanenko, the Ukrainian 



Minister of Health, who had just returned from the United States and was trying to understand 
what had happened. The minister knew me well and supported my idea of an epidemiological 
survey of the Chornobyl zone. He ordered the creation of a team of doctors, which included 
Valeriy Oliynyk MD, an endocrinologist, Oleksandr Yerusalymsky MD, an oncologist, and 
myself, an MD and epidemiologist. The main purpose of the trip was to assess objectively the 
medical situation in the disaster area and to submit proposals to the minister on the measures that 
needed to be taken by the Ukrainian health authorities. 

The next day, the three of us set off for the disaster area in an old ambulance. We were excited - 
probably too excited - and exchanged jokes and amusing stories and laughed the whole way until 
we saw the first checkpoints and the endless military columns moving toward Chornobyl. Trucks 
carrying cows with hides ‘glowing’ from radiation and buses transporting the last evacuated 
villagers out of the 30-kilometer Zone approached us. Military helicopters roared overhead. 

Everything was unusual.  Even the Spring landscapes of Polissya seemed gloomy, anxiety and 
uncertainty were everywhere. For the first time, we confronted the gigantic scale of the disaster 
that had befallen our land - and fell silent. Our sense of humor suddenly disappeared. I recalled 
1941, and the images of an earlier evacuation... I had brought along a portable Sony tape recorder 
that became my faithful assistant in collecting testimonies from the future heroes of the story. 

Following my initial publications in the Kyiv-based newspaper Literaturna Ukraina and the 
Moscow-based Literaturnaya Gazeta, Yuri Zerchaninov, the husband of the renowned Kyiv-
born comedian Klara Novikova and an editor of a popular liberal Moscow magazine, approached 
me and suggested that I  write an article about events at the Chornobyl plant. Knowing the extent 
of censorship in Ukraine and the efforts to absolve the Ukrainian government of any 
responsibility for the disaster and its consequences, I agreed - even as I remembered the saying 
that “When they trim their finger nails in Moscow, they cut off your fingers in Kyiv.” 

After that first unforgettable trip to Chornobyl and Poliske - when we saw the panic, chaos and 
disorder of the evacuation, overcrowded hospitals, mountains of contaminated clothes,, 
frightened women wanting to terminate their pregnancies, and confused doctors who were 
forbidden to diagnose radiation sickness - we described everything in our report to the minister. I 
visited the Zone with its 10- and 30-kilometer sectors many times over the next three years. In 
various ways, I circumvented the official restrictions which were tightened after the first 
publication of the book. I am grateful to the medical service of the Ministry of Internal Affairs of 
Ukraine, the Academy of Sciences of Ukraine, the Pripyat City Hall and other organizations that 
provided me with passes and facilitated my trips to the Zone, despite the reluctance of the  
authorities to see me there. 

One day, while staying near the Chornobyl plant itself and the extremely contaminated Red 
Forest, I met my fellow writer Volodymyr Yavorivsky. A bottle of vodka, black bread, bacon, 
sausage, and onions appeared on the dirty hood of a shabby car that was destined never to leave 
the Zone. We drank, exchanged news, and then agreed on how we might divide our writing 
assignments.  Volodya said that he would write a novel with fictional but close-to-reality 
characters.  He wanted to portray the people’s misfortune when an alien, incomprehensible force 
intrudes into the innocent lives of the people in this part of Polissya. I decided to go in another 
direction and publish a documentary memoir about those who worked at the reactor, 
extinguished the fire, searched for the causes of the accident, and those who were dealing with 
its consequences.  

We honored the terms of this strange agreement made in the Chornobyl Zone. Volodymyr  
published his novel Maria with Wormwood at the End of the Century, and I wrote my 
documentary novel, Chornobyl. 



Another author I spoke with while working on the story was the U.S. science fiction writer 
Frederick Pohl (1919-2013), a jolly American and winner of many prestigious literary awards. I 
met him through a Moscow KGB translator who brought a bag containing small bottles of 
chilled vodka. Times were hard. Gorbachev’s dry law was in effect, and the KGB officer 
explained that he suffered from an autoimmune disease and therefore ‘had’ to drink. With the 
clinking of bottles, our work began. The KGB officer’s English was perfect. The master of 
American science fiction literature pulled out a long list of questions and gave me a real 
interrogation about events at the Chornobyl plant. This is how he prepared to write his novel 
Chornobyl. From Pohl’s questions (“What types of helicopters were used to evacuate sick 
personnel?” “How were the police guarding the damaged reactor dressed?”) I realized that my 
guest understood nothing about Soviet life or the operations of nuclear power plants. Later, I 
read his novel, a typical Hollywood cocktail of the times involving Israeli agents, Arab terrorists, 
a love triangle…and a nuclear explosion. 

It is no surprise that Chornobyl has become something of a lure for literary and film 
communities in different countries. The situation itself was all too dramatic, threatening, and 
unprecedented. It excited the imagination of millions of people. In 1986-1991, I was completely 
immersed in the problems of Chornobyl. By collecting the statements of witnesses ranging from 
academics to ordinary villagers, by familiarizing myself with numerous letters from readers, and 
studying official materials and scientific texts on the causes of the accident, I made the long 
journey from being ignorant on nuclear energy to becoming an expert.  

This is not simply self-promotion:  I have addressed the issue of Chornobyl and the protection of 
people from radiation from the rostrum of the Parliament of Ukraine, in the Kremlin, and in the 
White House. I have participated in discussions at the UN in New York and Geneva, in the Swiss 
parliament, and delivered Chornobyl lectures in Oslo and Jerusalem, Krakow and Tokyo. The 
Ukrainian government even asked me to speak in Vienna at an IAEA session on the state of 
Ukrainian nuclear energy after Chornobyl and on measures for preventing further accidents at 
domestic nuclear power plants. 

I am proud of Amazon.com’s short summary for the American edition of the novel: “Dr. 
Shcherbak visited the danger zone around the reactor at the Chornobyl nuclear power plant, lived 
there, and interviewed firefighters, first responders, party and government officials, and local 
media. The result is a variety of vivid eyewitness accounts that are unprecedented in their detail 
and candor.” Another publication, Publishers Weekly, provided the following assessment of my 
work: “In a report that is distinguished by eyewitness accounts, Ukrainian nonfiction writer 
Shcherbak offers a frightening close-up of the still-unfolding nuclear nightmare that rocked the 
Chornobyl power plant and surrounding region in 1986. He interviewed victims of radiation 
sickness, townspeople forced to evacuate the danger zone, firefighters who helped prevent a 
larger disaster, helicopter pilots, scientists, doctors, and government officials. In addition to 
capturing the despair, trepidation, anger, and courage of ordinary people, the author (who is also 
a doctor, novelist, and environmentalist) raises many questions that plagued other observers in 
the USSR and beyond, such as, Why did the evacuation take so long? Why weren’t those living 
downwind fully informed of the potential dangers? The story concludes with a warning that 
nuclear plants should be safer, but it implicitly rejects the closure of nuclear power.” 

Another assessment from a library journal (Robert Dekker, Harriman Institute, Columbia 
University, USA) reads: “First published in the Soviet Union, this volume of eyewitness 
interviews with survivors of the 1986 Chornobyl tragedy emphasizes the heroism of the 
firefighters, doctors, and volunteer rescuers. The cause of the explosion, the initial attempt to 
conceal the facts, and the less touching participants are left out. Despite this, the frightening 
picture of an isolated, indecisive, and at times neglectful local government emerges with absolute 
clarity. The book is well organized by a novelist with a medical background.” 



When preparing the updated edition (which covers, among other things, the causes of the 
explosion and the attempts to conceal the facts), I re-read the original text and discovered details 
I had forgotten. This was not surprising because after 2014 all my creative energy has been fully 
focused on exposing Russism-Putinism and the bloody Russian aggression against Ukraine. It 
seemed that Chornobyl had disappeared forever in that war’s dark shadow, slipping into 
oblivion. But no. 

Painful memories of Chornobyl began to re-emerge from the darkness of the past forty years. I 
could again sense the deathly smell of the empty houses in Pripyat and recalled how my heart 
thumped as I climbed onto the roof of the Sarcophagus with its extremely high exposure to 
radiation. I recalled a meeting with the wise academician Legasov, who, hounded by his 
physicist colleagues for exposing the truth about the flawed RBMK reactor, took his own life on 
the second anniversary of the disaster. 

The highest reward for me as a writer was a meeting with Japanese evacuees from the 
Fukushima disaster zone.  On their tables, I saw copies of the Japanese translation of my book, 
with the most important parts underlined, and which they studied as a textbook of the past - and a 
primer for their future. 

I would like to explain why the book does not sharply condemn Communist crimes or mention 
the failure of Gorbachev’s policy of glasnost. I would also like to explain why the criticism of 
the authorities might seem somewhat muted. This is a censored document from the Soviet era, 
and when preparing it for publication I did not want, nor did I have the opportunity, to update it 
or to include the brutal truth that was made public only after the fall of the Soviet Union when it 
was very easy to be more daring in the absence of censorship and Communist oversight. 

The novel underwent double editing and triple (!) censorship (by the political, scientific, and 
military authorities) during the Soviet era.  But even in this form, I am convinced that it is a story 
worth telling because it was the first unofficial, human, and truthful account of the disaster. In 
1989-1991, I was elected to the Supreme Soviet of the Soviet Union and served as Chairman of 
the Subcommittee on Nuclear Ecology.  With broader personal freedom and access to state 
archives, I was able to organize parliamentary hearings - the first in the history of the USSR 
Supreme Soviet - on the Chornobyl accident, lift a number of information restrictions, and reveal 
some secrets about the state of the Soviet nuclear energy sector.  I was also appointed to the 
Ukrainian Verkhovna Rada’s commission investigating the causes and consequences of the 
disaster, but the failed Moscow coup in August 1991 and the declaration of Ukrainian 
independence interrupted the work of the newly formed commission. 

I would like to apologize to readers for the perhaps excessive use of technical terminology and 
abbreviations in the testimonies of the Chornobyl plant personnel but they help shed light on the 
main mystery: the real causes of the disaster. The voices are confused, sometimes contradictory, 
sometimes difficult to understand, but it is precisely because of this intricate web of nuclear 
technospeak that we can grasp the complex and tragic truth.  After all, the nuclear devil lies in 
the details… 

In re-reading the earlier text I concluded that the book was unique because it contained not 
arbitrary interpretations by outside commentators, but the voices of genuine participants and 
witnesses to the Chornobyl disaster. Most of these people are no longer alive. But their voices 
live on and they force us to reflect on the lessons of the tragedy and draw the correct 
conclusions. 

If only we could learn from the past! 

 

8. 



The book also addresses the impossibility of conducting military operations near a nuclear power 
plant. Although nobody - or almost nobody - predicted the possibility of full-scale Russian 
aggression against Ukraine at the time of writing in the 1980s, it was clear that the destruction of 
nuclear power plants in the course of a conventional conflict would effectively turn it into a 
nuclear one. Speaking at a number of international conferences, I urged the UN to adopt special 
restrictive measures to prevent or limit hostilities in areas where nuclear power plants are 
located.  Of course, back then, even in our worst nightmares, we could not have imagined that 
Russian drones and missiles would later explode on the territory of Ukrainian nuclear power 
stations. When I wrote this book, I could only reference the wars in Karabakh (the Armenian-
Azerbaijani conflict), Libya, and the war in Yugoslavia. 

I was so naive! Can anyone nowadays take seriously UN Security Council resolutions or the 
impotent appeals of the UN Secretary General himself? The political actors of the post-Cold War 
era of globalization and peaceful prosperity had neither the imagination nor the political will to 
develop preventive anti-nuclear measures. International law has toppled under crushing blows 
from the world’s predator nations. 

The full-scale Russian war against Ukraine that began in 2022 underscored the danger of a repeat 
Chornobyl disaster, this time in a military incarnation. Having broken commitments undertaken 
in the 1994 Budapest Memorandum - in which Russia, together with the United States and the 
United Kingdom, solemnly swore that no weapons would ever be used against Ukraine - the 
Russian Federation, a nuclear power, launched a brutal and unprovoked war of aggression 
against non-nuclear Ukraine. 

In the first hours of the war, Russian troops occupied the Chornobyl Exclusion Zone along with 
the Sarcophagus as well as two spent fuel storage facilities, committing a number of crimes that 
threatened to spread radioactive materials far beyond the Zone. At the same time, the invaders 
displayed complete ignorance of the dangers within the Zone by entrenching themselves on the 
territory where the Red Forest once stood and exposing themselves to high doses of radiation. 

On February 14, 2025, a Russian Shahed drone struck the roof of the Sarcophagus. It damaged 
the outer protective structure exposing it to corrosion and potential destruction. Thus, the 
aggressor’s criminal actions caused significant damage to a facility worth almost €2 billion 
which had been built through the coordinated efforts of the international community. 

In March 2022, the Russian invaders seized the Zaporizhzhia NPP (ZNPP), the largest facility of 
its kind in Europe - the “energy heart of Ukraine” - which produced 25 per cent of the country’s 
electricity. The occupiers shelled the plant, mined it, and caused fires, eventually turning it into a 
military base. At the ZNPP, Russia violated the seven basic principles of nuclear safety and 
security defined by the IAEA, thereby endangering the entire world. Currently, the Zaporizhzhia 
plant is not operational, although Russia was planning to restart it as revealed by the large-scale 
construction of power grids on the occupied territories of southeastern Ukraine. Both the IAEA 
and the Russian aggressors have agreed that restarting the power units at the plant is impossible 
as long as the war threatens nuclear safety at the facility. 

In July 2024, after a period of hesitation and uncertainty, the UN General Assembly adopted a 
resolution on the safety and security of Ukrainian nuclear facilities, including the ZNPP. The 
resolution calls for the demilitarization and de-occupation of the ZNPP due to Russia’s failure to 
comply with a resolution from the IAEA’s governing bodies. 

The reckless actions of the Russian occupiers at the Chornobyl and Zaporizhzhia nuclear plants 
are not the only crimes that Moscow’s military has committed against Ukraine’s nuclear 
facilities. In March 2022, Russia shelled the Kharkiv Neutron Source research facility, 
destroying a power substation and cooling systems. In 2022, Russian cruise missiles flew 
dangerously low over the South Ukrainian NPP, threatening yet another nuclear disaster. These 



terrorist actions provoked strong protests from the Ukrainian state and scientific organizations 
but were met passively by the IAEA, which demonstrated its complete impotence in the face of 
uninhibited aggression. 

Putin has repeatedly threatened to use nuclear weapons against Ukraine.  This is in itself an act 
of nuclear terrorism and a serious criminal offense. The Russo-Ukrainian war in the center of 
Europe has proved that the Chornobyl tragedy could be repeated at any moment as part of a pre-, 
semi-, or even full-scale nuclear war. 

Nuclear conflicts between India and Pakistan, Israel and Iran, North and South Korea, and other 
states are no less dangerous. The brief but intense war in June 2025 between Israel and Iran, 
joined by the United States which delivered decisive strikes on Iran's nuclear facilities, 
demonstrated the danger of a conventional war automatically escalating into a nuclear one, with 
radioactive contamination potentially affecting large areas. On June 21, 2025, the US Air Force 
struck three Iranian nuclear facilities in Fordow, Natanz, and Isfah.  14-ton bunker-buster bombs 
were dropped on an underground uranium enrichment plant in Fordow.  At the same time, other 
nuclear facilities were attacked with submarine-launched cruise missiles. 

Although the fate of 400 kg of Iranian uranium enriched to 60 percent (sufficient for nine or ten 
atomic bombs) is unknown and the radiological consequences are being studied, this attack 
signifies the violation of yet another “red line” regarding the inadmissibility of military strikes 
on nuclear facilities. Israel and the US justified this strike as a way of forcing Iran to abandon its 
nuclear weapons program, with which the Ayatollahs intended to destroy the Jewish state.  

Can this logic be disputed? It is clear that from now on there is no taboo on devastating strikes 
against nuclear facilities and the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons has been 
thrown into the garbage.  But whatever devilish alternative is chosen, the shadow of Chornobyl 
looms large behind any decision. That is why the invaluable experience gained in dealing with  
the Chernobyl disaster should never be forgotten.  

9. 

The documentary novel Chornobyl has become perhaps the main work of my life, an opus 
magnum. The publication of the work itself, the tremendous publicity it received in Ukraine and 
abroad, as well as the heightened public interest in the consequences of Chornobyl all influenced 
and changed my life. I threw myself into public activism, chairing the environmental 
commission of the Writers’ Union, and later the influential environmental Green World 
association. I had to abandon my scientific and medical work at the Research Institute of 
Epidemiology and focus on political and social activities, helping to create the first independent 
opposition organizations in Ukraine in seventy years of Communist dictatorship, most 
prominently the Green Party of Ukraine. 

In 1986-1990, we managed to unite hundreds of thousands of Ukrainian citizens into a single 
environmental movement that submitted a number of demands, including political ones, to the 
government. Through our efforts in the Soviet and Ukrainian parliaments, as well as mass rallies 
and demonstrations, we halted the construction of new nuclear power plants, including the 
Crimean and Chyhyryn NPPs. We also managed to declassify data on the contamination of food, 
drinking water, and land in areas inhabited by millions of people. We organized a so-called 
Chornobyl Nuremberg, where the efforts by the Communist authorities to conceal the truth about 
the disaster were qualified as crimes. 

The public and political organizations that emerged as a result of the Chornobyl tragedy 
significantly accelerated the movement towards Ukrainian independence in 1991. A unique 
legislative and legal framework was subsequently created in the parliament of a now independent 
Ukraine to help alleviate the consequences of the disaster and improve protection for people 
affected by the accident. Chornobyl gave rise not only to a protest movement, but also to the first 



local volunteer organizations that later, during the Russian aggression, played a significant role 
in organizing resistance to the invaders. 

Throughout the whole Chornobyl episode, we felt the support of friends from all over the world, 
and experienced displays of mercy and solidarity, feelings that were multiplied many times over 
during the Russian attack when millions of people in many countries around the world rose in 
support of Ukraine. 

The accident left behind not only the dead city of Pripyat and a desolate nature reserve; 1not only 
museums and monuments, collections of special Chornobyl-related awards and medals, but also 
a deep scar on the Ukrainian psyche, its national myth and culture. 

The fortieth anniversary of this horrific accident is an occasion for remembrance, grieving and 
reflection, an occasion for re-evaluating the lessons of the disaster.  It is a call for new 
generations to remember the tragedy and to think about the future, about the new threats that 
humanity must overcome in the twenty-first century. 

It is also a time for expressing eternal gratitude to the heroes of my book, to those who saved 
Ukraine, Europe, and the world from the radioactive inferno of Chornobyl. Glory to them and to 
the memory of those who died doing so! 

Yuri Shcherbak 

July 2025 


