Uranium mining site

The former uranium mining town of Mailuu-Suu Is notorious for Its insecur
tive waste rock heaps and tailings dumps in tectonically unstable hillsides
sands of people have already been a ected by radioactive contamination

Mailuu-Suu river system and the region’s high seismic activity continually

ens to wash more radioactive waste into the drinking water supply of the valley.

Radioactive waste rock was used in the construction of houses and steets, with detrimental effects on public health. In 1999,
a study conducted by the Institute of Oncology and Radioecology on more than 1,200 people in Mailuu-Suu showed that this
area’s cancer rate was twice as high as that of the rest of the country. Photo credit: blogtrotters / creativecommons.org/licenses/

by-nc-sa/2.0

The most harmful legacy of Soviet uranium mining is the many unsecured uranium waste rock heaps and tailings dumps on
steep and tectonically unstable hillsides above town. According to a study by the Blacksmith Institute, Mailuu-Suu counts as one
of the ten most polluted places on the planet. Massive investments are needed in order to secure these nuclear waste dumps.
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History

From 1946 to 1968, the “Zapadnyi Mining and Chemi-
cal Combine” at Mailuu-Suu produced and processed
more than 10,000 tons of uranium ore, mostly to sup-
ply the USSR’s nuclear weapons program with ssile
materiall? Radioactive tailings that were created in the
process were dumped around the town near geologi-
cal fault lines, without consideration of hydrogeologi-
cal conditions or the health of the local populatiof.
Today, 36 waste dumps are scattered throughout the
area, containing a total of 1,960,000 m3 of unsecured
radioactive mining waste. Twenty six of these waste
dumps are located directly within the city boundaries
of Mailuu-Suu with its 25,000 inhabitants:> Smaller
settlements in the valley are also affected by upstream
tailings dumps. According to a 2006 study published
by the Blacksmith Institute, an environmentalist NGO,
Mailuu-Suu counts as the third most polluted place in
the world! Landslides, earthquakes and oods occur
regularly in the region and can cause severe radioac-
tive contamination of the region’s river systems. A sin-
gle landslide in 1958 caused the release of more than
500,000 m3 of radioactive waste into the Mailuu-Suu
River and the contamination of vast areas of the densely
populated Ferghana Valley.The authorities concealed
the event from the public; no medical follow-up took
place2 Similar critical events occurred in May 2002,
when a mudslide blocked the course of the Mailuu-
Suu River, threatening to ood toxic waste dumps and,
In April 2005, when an earthquake caused a massive
landslide dangerously close to a tailings durip.

Health and environmental e ects

The greatest hazard is probably Tailings Dump No. 3,
which was constructed as a temporary holding site
without a proper safety design. It contains 176,000
tons of radioactive waste. The estimated dose from
gamma-radiation on the edge of the site is about
5.5mSv/h — 20,000 times normal background radia-

tion of 0.0003mSv/h? In Kara-Agach, a settlement

built on a radioactive waste dump, the population is
exposed to 10mSv per year through radon gas and
10—30 mSv per year through contaminated food stuffs,
in addition to the impact of contaminated water from

upstream tailings. Altogether, the local population is
exposed to radiation that substantially exceeds normal
background radiation of 2—4 mSv per yedr.

Unaware of the dangers of radioactivity, locals take
equipment from old mines and sell it to scrap met-
al dealers, not only risking their own lives, but also
spreading radioactivity even further. An additional

problem is the use of irradiated waste rock as con-
struction material for houses and roadsUranium and

its decay product radon are highly carcinogenic. In
1999, a study conducted by the Institute of Oncology

—

and Radioecology on more than 1,200 people in Mai-
luu-Suu showed that this area’s cancer rate was twice
as high as that of the rest of the country: 172.2 per
100,000 as opposed to 93.5 per 100,00¢ The Kyr-
gyz Ministry of Health stated that “long-term statistical
data showed the increase in the incidence of cancer,
blood diseases and endocrine pathology.”

Outlook

A project run by the Blacksmith Institute in 2008 and
2009 inspected houses, water and food in the region,
introduced water Iters, provided assistance in swit-
ching water supplies, installed radon counters in homes
and ran training workshops for the local population, in-
troducing them to basic radiation hygiene techniques.
At least ve families had to be relocated due to severe
radon contamination of more than 1,000 Bg/rhin their
homes. Usual safety limits for indoor radon concentra-
tions are 100 Bg/n¥; the average in countries such as
Germany is 40Bg/m. As a direct result of these ef-
forts, the content of uranium in drinking water and in-
room radioactive exposure of the population sank by
around 50%?* This encouraging project, which man-
aged to improve health conditions in a small part of
the affected area, can only be seen as a rst step af-
ter decades of unrestricted radioactive pollution of air,
soil and water. The danger of further contamination of
the environment and especially of drinking water and
foodstuff is still very high, owing both to tectonic in-
stability and the lack of safety features at the region’s
many uranium waste dumps. Thus, the people of Mai-
luu-Suu continue to suffer detrimental health effects
as a result of the nuclear industry’s careless handling
of radioactive waste. They, too, are Hibakusha.

“Mailuu-Suu Legacy Uranium Dumps.” Website of the Blacksmith Institute. www.blacksmithinstitute.org/projects/display/129

2 Djenchuraev N. “Current environmental issues associated with mining wastes in Kyrgyzstan.” Department of Environmental Sciences and Policy of Central European
University, Budapest, August 1999. http://enrin.grida.no/case_studies/nucFergana/kyrgyz_12.pdf

3 “Kyrgyzstan: IAEA researching radioactive waste and health in Mailuu-Suu.” IRIN News, UN Of ce for the Coordination of Humanitarian
Affairs, November 2nd, 2004. www.irinnews.org/report/26451/kyrgyzstan-iaea-researching-radioactive-waste-and-health-in-mailuu-suu

4 Vandenhove et al. “Assessment of radiation exposure in the uranium mining and milling area of Mailuu Suu, Kyrgyzstan.”

J Env. Radioact. 2006;88(2). www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16581165

o1

Toralieva G. “Toxic Time Bomb.” New Internationalist Magazine, Issue 382, September 1st, 2005. http://newint.org/features/2005/09/01/toxic

Landslides, oods and earthquakes occur frequently in the region and threaten the Mailuu-Suu River with further radioactive
contamination. A single landslide in 1958 caused the release of more than 500,000 m3 of radioactive waste into the Mailuu-Suu
River and the contamination of vast areas of the densely populated Ferghana Valley. Photo credit: blogtrotters / creativecommons.
org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.0



