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Good morning and thank you very much for the opportunity to tell you a little bit about the project 
‘Certificate no. 000358’. It is a book and a traveling exhibition that was launched in 2006, which I put 
together with my partner and colleague, photographer Robert Knoth, who couldn’t be here today. We 
visited four different locations in the former Soviet Union and I can also show you some pictures of it. The 
four places we visited are Kazakhstan, the Urals, the area around Chernobyl in the Ukraine and Belarus, and 
also Siberia. We traveled there between 1999 and 2005, and then we compiled the book and exhibition. 
What I am showing you today is just a sample of what we found. 
 

* 
 
After the Second World War Lavrenti Beria, Stalin’s much feared NKVD chief, traveled to the remote Kazakh 
steppes and supervised the first Soviet nuclear test. In the early morning of August 29, 1949, there was an 
explosion and a flash of light. In “Stalin, The Court of the Red Tsar”, Simon Sebag Montefiore describes 
Beria rushing out to watch a rising mushroom cloud. Four years after Hiroshima, the Soviet Union now also 
had the atomic bomb. Secret ‘Task nr. 1’ had been successfully completed. Beria was so excited he kissed 
the leading scientist on the forehead: “Did it look like the American one?”, he wanted to know. 
 
The location of the very first Soviet nuclear test was Semipalatinsk. It became the most important place for 
the testing of nuclear arms that were blown up in unimaginable numbers, most of them below ground, but 
also one hundred and thirty-two were exploded above ground. More than four hundred and sixty eight 
tests were done with an explosive force twenty thousand times as big as ‘Little Boy’ that was used to bomb 
Hiroshima.  
 
According to Lavrenti Beria, the area was ‘uninhabited’, but between 1949 and 1989 there were 1.7 million 
people living close to the testing grounds exposed to extreme levels of radiation. 
 

 
 

The picture you see here was taken at Ground Zero; that was a watch tower in which they placed camera 
and recording equipment. 

                                    Nuclear Devastation in Kazakhstan, Ukraine, Belarus, the Urals and Siberia 
Antoinette de Jong, journalist and co-author with Robert Knoth of                                                                    

“Certificate no.  000358, Nuclear Devastation in Kazakhstan, Ukraine, Belarus, the Urals 
and Siberia” 
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These gutters were where the cables for the cameras were placed, so that everything could be recorded, 
and all data could be gathered.  
 
 

 
 

This is Lake Balapan in Kazakhstan; the atomic lake created by a nuclear blast - just because they wanted to 
show if it was feasible to do it, and they could.  
 

 
 

This is the Sultanat family, one of the families living very close to that highly radioactive site of Lake 
Balapan. These are the people that I think we are also talking about today because civilians and farmers, 
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some of the 1.7 million people who in this case lived in Kazakhstan; they were just farming at a distance of 
four kilometres of Lake Balapan. For Jergasy Sultanat and his family the testing was standard practice. 
Soldiers would drive by warning them to come out, then a nuclear test would follow and the bellowing 
mushroom cloud would be admired. Then everybody would go back to their own business and Jergasy 
would be sent off after a good sip of vodka. In Kazakhstan folklore states that the drink counteracts the 
negative effects of radiation. The Sultanats have always remained in the area; their cattle, sheep and horses 
are grazing here. 
 
At the end of the last millennium, the United Nations warned that the health of at least 100,000 people 
living around the test sites of Kazakhstan, was seriously impaired. Yet many people did not even have the 
means to get proper health care.  
 
Patients in need of surgery had to arrange and pay for everything needed during the operations: soap, 
plastic gloves, even oxygen. 
 

 
 

The poorest suffered the most, like Alexandr Kocherov, who is 27 in this picture. His parents could afford to 
pay for the treatment of his thrombosis but they could not afford the anesthetics. So, every day when the 
bandages covering the rotting legs of Kocherov were changed, this was done without painkillers. 
 
The nuclear history of Semipalatinsk has been partly preserved in the Kurchatov museum, named after the 
leading scientist who was embraced by Lavrenti Beria after the first atomic test. The museum even contains 
operating panels in chrome and black bakelite with the very buttons that were pushed to start off the 
bombs. The explosions were studied extensively from footage provided by cameras that had been 
positioned in concrete towers. All details were recorded, all dangers were well established. In old crackling 
reels of film huge trucks crumble under devastating shock waves. Trees snap and are blown away as if they 
are weightless dandelion tufts.  
 
As a young doctor Boris Gusev worked in Dispensary Nr. 4 a secret outfit whose purpose was to do medical 
research on the inhabitants of the area. The effects of radiation, Gusev told us, were not known during the 
first few years. But later the impact became obvious. Ten to fifteen years after the tests were started; 
Dispensary Nr. 4 noted a sharp increase in cancers: “Especially leukaemia and cancer of the abdomen”. 
After a moratorium was announced on all nuclear tests in the atmosphere, doctors expected the worst 
health problems would pass. The shock followed in the mid-eighties: “We noticed a sharp increase in 
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leukaemia, bone cancer, brain tumours, skin cancer and breast cancer,” Gusev told us. Breast cancer was 
even detected in teenage girls. Whereas the contaminated areas around Chernobyl saw a gradual increase 
of congenital defects, in Semipalatinsk the problems are almost beyond comprehension. “Diseases and 
defects occur four, five and sometimes six times more often around the testing grounds than in other areas 
of Kazakhstan”, Gusev said. He said he was convinced future generations would also still be effected. 
 

 
 
 
This man for instance, Ardak, is in Kazakhstan; he was 33 years old at the time, suffering from a very rare 
bone disease. The doctors didn’t know what was happening to him, he was actually shrinking – he shrank 
by 30 centimetres and his weight at the time of the picture being taken was down to 34 kilograms. As a boy 
he had witnessed the nuclear sites in the Djegele Mountains where he worked during the summer when he 
was 13 years old. And there are many other examples like that in other areas that we visited. 
 

 
 
This lady is living close to the Chinese border, and so she wasn’t quite sure whether she was ill because of 
the Kazakh nuclear tests or the Chinese ones.  
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This is the area in the Ural Mountains where all the Soviet nuclear heads were produced, and plutonium 
was poured straight into the Techa River that was supplying water to hundreds of villages. An incredibly big 
area is affected. Again people were tested on and not told what was happening; not until after Glasnost did 
people realise what had happened in the area.  
 
 

 
 
 
Many many families are affected. This gentleman has lost his entire family; his wife, his brothers, his sisters 
and his children. He says everyone who stays here will fall ill. 

© Robert Knoth 

 

© Robert Knoth 

 



 

50 Years After Test 596 - Nuclear Testing in East Turkestan 

Nuclear Devastation in Kazakhstan, Ukraine, Belarus, the Urals and Siberia    Antoinette de Jong 

 

50 Years After Test 596 - Nuclear Testing in East Turkestan                                European Parliament, 29 February 2012 

 
 

 
 
Two brothers with a whole collection of terrible diseases. Every house we went into along the Techa River, 
people were ill. 
 

 
 
I could talk to you for hours about what we saw, but at least we should not forget that we are talking about 
people. And the reason why we named our project “Certificate no. 000358’’ is because that was the 
certificate number of this girl, Anya, in Chernobyl, and it was just to highlight that these people were just 
treated like documents - as if they had no life, and as if they were not living people with a story to tell.  
 
Thank you very much. 
 
©Antoinette de Jong 2012 

© Robert Knoth 

 

© Robert Knoth 

 



 

 50 Years After Test 596 - Nuclear Testing in East Turkestan                                European Parliament, 29 February 2012 

 

Nuclear Devastation in Kazakhstan, Ukraine, Belarus, the Urals and Siberia    Antoinette de Jong 

 

Addendum: 
 
That first nuclear test in Semipalatinsk was followed by hundreds more. Alongside the military programme 
the civilian nuclear industry developed until it reached all corners of the Soviet Union. Many grave 
accidents, almost-disasters and countless incidents have not slowed down or halted plans to further 
expand the industry, even in areas that have already been heavily contaminated: Kazakhstan, the Ukraine 
and Belarus and of course Russia.  Millions of civilians in the former Soviet Union are living in areas 
contaminated by radioactive elements because of mismanagement and negligence.  
       

* 
 
For most people Chernobyl is still the most infamous of all nuclear disasters, but other areas have been 
contaminated and in some cases with far higher quantities of radioactive pollutants.  
 
There is no place where the disastrous impact of the Soviet nuclear industry is as obvious as downstream 
from the giant Mayak nuclear complex in Russia’s Southern Urals. During the Cold War this was the place 
that produced the Soviet nuclear warheads.  
The inhabitants of the area still call it ‘river disease’, even though by now they know that it was radiation 
that has caused so many of them to fall ill and die. Between 1948 and 1956 radioactive waste was poured 
straight into the Techa River, the source of drinking water for many villages. Nuclear waste was also 
dumped into the lakes of Western Siberia. One of these dried out during a long, hot summer and a storm 
blew radioactive dust across a vast area. Then in 1957 one of the storing tanks of radioactive waste at 
Mayak exploded, due to failure of the cooling system, spewing huge amounts of radioactive waste into the 
atmosphere.  
 
We met Vafir Gusmanov who was working as a tractor driver on the day of the explosion. He told us what 
happened next. “Two policemen came to the field and ordered me to come with them. With my tractor I 
took part in cleaning the banks of the Techa; I drove through the water many times. When the work was 
finished they took my overalls and burnt them, but nothing was done to decontaminate my tractor or me.” 
Gusmanov became ill in the early 1970s. His bones bent and he got crippled; one of his legs has broken six 
times.  
 
At least 272,000 people were exposed to medium and high levels of radiation. Mayak has even been called 
the most polluted spot on the planet. Some villagers were evacuated, many were not. Not until after 
Glasnost did the inhabitants find out what had happened. Lacking social services and unavailable 
healthcare have left many to deal with the consequences alone.  
 

* 
 
Seversk, the ‘northern’ town, was constructed as Tomsk-7, a secret city at a stone’s throw from the 
European-styled Tomsk, the oldest university in Siberia. The closed city houses the Siberian Group of 
Chemical Enterprises (SGCE) where spent nuclear fuel is processed to win back uranium and plutonium. 
Even though two plutonium producing plants have been closed down, two are still continuing to work. 
Seversk with 110,000 inhabitants is the largest closed city of about fifty still existing after Glasnost. Those 
who live inside the gates are economically dependent on SGCE. Between 1993 and 2001 export went up 
tenfold and contracts exist with over twenty countries, amongst them the United Kingdom, Germany, 
France, Finland, Belgium, Sweden and Chile, according to NTI, the American organisation Nuclear Threat 
Initiative. 
Ironically, it is American millions that pay for security measures at SGCE and Seversk. Gates, metal 
detectors, monitors, zones with footprint marking; the end of the Cold War by no means ended the nuclear 
threat. 
 
Lack of security and unsafe practices of SGCE have already had enormous repercussions. Chemical and 
radioactive pollution have affected the entire region of Tomsk/Seversk. Between 1959 and 1993 there were 
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at least 37 accidents. The regional administration is very much aware of the risks, Alexander Adam, the 
head of the Environmental Department in Tomsk, told us in 2005. He said he wanted to see an end to the 
release of plutonium and other radioactive elements into rivers and if it were up to him, the radioactive 
fluids would be classified and not injected into underground storage or left above ground storage open 
tanks. But, it wasn’t up to him. Moscow had so far overruled the regional administration and allowed the 
SGCE to continue its operations including the transports of radioactive materials straight through Tomsk- 
city with its 700,000 inhabitants.    
In 1993 a storage tank for radioactive materials exploded, contaminating 200 square kilometres.  
 
The IAEA was warned by the Russian authorities and inspected the site after the accident –a novelty as such 
–. The mission team obtained a poor impression and stated: “they were badly equipped for a complex of 
this size”; different types of measuring equipment, including plutonium detectors, were simply not there. 
After this episode the regional administration installed a monitoring system which measures radiation 
levels: “Within eight minutes we will be informed in case of a serious accident”, said Adam.  Since 1993 
there have been more accidents and incidents causing leakage of radioactive materials. Several times 
reactors had to be shut down and in 2003 there was even an emergency shutdown. Still, closing down the 
complex, was not an option according to Adam. “It is far too dangerous for that, exactly because of the 
heritage of radioactive materials. We will have to look after them for at least another 24,000 years”, he 
said. 
High levels of radioactive elements have been found in the sediments of the Siberian rivers and even in the 
Arctic estuaries transported there by the great rivers.  
 

* 
 
In Chernobyl, during the night of April 26th 1986 Yuri Korneev’s shift had started at midnight. As usual, he 
worked at reactor block nr. 4, but the night crew had received special instructions from Moscow to conduct 
an experiment. They had to check if the turbines could provide enough power to keep the cooling system 
running in case of a power cut. Before the experiment started, all safety systems were switched off. The 
chain reaction that followed could not be controlled. “There was a very loud bang”, Korneev told us. “We 
didn’t realise what had happened”. The explosion was so powerful it blew the 1000-ton roof off the 
building. Korneev stood transfixed, hypnotised by an amazing light: “It was a beautiful fire”, he said to me, 
“incredibly brilliant”.  
Large quantities of radioactive elements were launched high up into the atmosphere and spread across the 
entire northern hemisphere, but fallout was the worst close to the nuclear plant. Agricultural lands and half 
of the Ukrainian forests were contaminated and over a hundred thousand people were evacuated. The 
Ukrainian government states that even in 2005 3.5 million people absorb Chernobyl’s radioactive elements, 
mainly through the food chain. In Belarus a quarter of the nation’s territory got polluted with two thirds of 
the total nuclear fallout from the explosion. The area was home to 2.2 million people, a number that had 
dwindled to 1.5 million in 2005 In Russia, nineteen districts with 2.7 million inhabitants were affected.  
 

Inhabitants in all nuclear disaster zones that were part of the Soviet Union complain about a lack of 
information. In 1986, it was only after radiation measurements in Sweden and Finland showed that a big 
disaster had taken place in the Soviet Union, that Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev publicly acknowledged 
an accident ‘nothing to worry about, all under control’ had happened in Chernobyl. But it wasn’t until May 
23rd, states information platform Chernobyl.info, that distribution of iodine preparations started. By then it 
was far too late to prevent most absorption of released radioactive iodine. 

 
A few years after Reactor block nr. 4 blew up, in Kiev’s hospital of Endocrinology doctors saw a sharp 
increase in thyroid cancer amongst children; today it is mainly women who are struck and many more new 
cases of thyroid cancer are expected in years to come. In the children’s hospital in Gomel in the south of 
Belarus congenital defects, cleft palate, no ears, no nose and children with very serious hydrocephaly, have 
more than quadrupled. “In 1985 we had two hundred children with congenital malformations, now we 



 

 50 Years After Test 596 - Nuclear Testing in East Turkestan                                European Parliament, 29 February 2012 

 

Nuclear Devastation in Kazakhstan, Ukraine, Belarus, the Urals and Siberia    Antoinette de Jong 

 

have eight hundred”, said the hospital director Vacheslav Izhakovsky. In the same twenty years, the 
number of births registered went down from 30,000 to 15,000.  
 
Annya Pesenko in the South of Belarus was given the Chernobyl Certificate no. 000358/. 
A certificate according to the dictionary is a document providing official evidence; a document gives proof 
and details. With our project we wanted to document what has happened to millions of people who were 
ignored by their own government and who were even used as guinea pigs.  Many were nameless, 
anonymous and insignificant in the bigger scheme of things.  
 
Thank you for the opportunity to tell you a little bit about the project Certificate 000358/, a book and 
traveling exhibition, was launched in 2006. It combines work of photographer Robert Knoth and me. 
 
This work was made between 1999 and 2005, documenting in different areas of the former Soviet Union 
and it has been seen in about 80 locations around the world including the European Parliament in Brussels, 
the UN building in New York and the Congress building in Washington, D.C..  
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