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Green Cross Switzerland on the situation of radioactive threat from the Japanese nuclear power plants:

A Contamination as Massive as in Chernobyl is Unlikely

As an organisation that has been concerned with the long-term effects of Chernobyl for fifteen years, Green Cross Switzerland is deeply concerned over the ongoing crisis in the Japanese nuclear power plants. According to Dr. Stephan Robinson, Unit Manager (Water, Legacy), the nuclear power plants affected in Japan have a fundamentally different structure from that of the Chernobyl reactor. The Japanese nuclear reactors have a containment and do not contain any graphite that could burn over the course of weeks as was the case in Chernobyl. "The decay residual heat in case of a failure of the cooling system cannot be dissipated, however, which leads to a pressure build-up in the reactor building," explains Dr. Stephan Robinson. If the containment does not hold, a significantly smaller contaminated area (with a radius of approx. 10 to 30 km) than that of Chernobyl with approx. 40,000 km2 (radius of approx. 200 km) is nonetheless to be expected due to the lack of graphite in each nuclear power plant. 

The nuclear accidents in Japan should not have any direct effects on Switzerland. Firstly, significantly less radionuclides are expected to escape even if the containment does not hold in case of a core meltdown. Secondly, due to the dilution effect, only slight amounts of radionuclides will reach us over much greater distances than was the case with Chernobyl. On the other hand, the discussion concerning the social and economical risks of the various energy carriers will surely be launched again. Both the Japanese tragedy and Chernobyl show that there is no such thing as zero risk. With nuclear energy, an accident has far-reaching social and economical consequences lasting for centuries in the affected region.  Because of the enormous amounts of energy that nuclear power plants produce, they are also an economical bulk risk. "The earthquake in Japan is a tragedy for the people and there is the threat of an atomic disaster with as yet unclear consequences," says MP Martin Bäumle, Foundation Board Member of Green Cross Switzerland. "There are lessons to be learned and the conversion to renewable energies for our energy supply, as well as energy efficiency, is to be promoted in all its aspects – for the climate, environment, economy and security of supply," emphasises Bäumle. 

Breakdown of the Japanese Nuclear Power Plants Costs Billions 
Even if the nuclear catastrophe turns out to be less severe than expected, there will be long-lasting consequences for the Japanese energy supply that cannot help but affect the economy. Since the affected reactors no longer function normally and cannot be entered, they will have to be closed for years if not decades so that the radioactivity can subside to such an extent that they can be dismantled at a reduced hazard and brought to a safe repository. The decade-long monitoring, dismantling and storage will be very expensive, costing billions. At the same time, approximately 6 percent of the Japanese energy production will be cut due to the switching-off of 11 nuclear power plants because of the earthquake. An estimate shows a reduction of electricity generated by 8 nuclear power plants like Leibstadt, the equivalent of power for 8 million people. This unexpected loss cannot be replaced at short notice since it takes at least three months to restart the nuclear plants that are still functioning. After the heavy tremors, the plants must first be completely inspected and overhauled accordingly. At worst, however, the reactors that were shut down due to the emergency have been so mechanically damaged by the earthquake that they can never be put into operation again. As the reactor catastrophe of Chernobyl 25 years ago shows, the radioactive contamination of regions is extremely difficult to cope with and has enormous economical and social consequences in the affected region for centuries. 

With the international programmes Social Medicine and Disarmament, Green Cross Switzerland is firmly committed to coping with the consequential damages caused by industrial and military catastrophes, and by contaminated sites from the period of the Cold War. The main focus is on the improvement of the quality of life for people affected by chemical, radioactive and other kinds of contamination, as well on as the promotion of long-term development in the sense of cooperation instead of confrontation. The objectives of the ZEWO-certified environmental organisation are supported by the Green Cross Parliamentary Group (President: Member of the National Council Christa Markwalder). Green Cross International with headquarters in Geneva was founded in 1993 by Mikhail Gorbachev, Former President of the Soviet Union. The organisation consists of a worldwide network of 31 subsidiaries committed to important issues such as peace, security, the fight against poverty and protection of the environment.

For further information, please contact Dr. Stephan Robinson, Unit Manager (Water, Legacy), Green Cross Switzerland, at tel. 061 382 91 97 or mobile 079 625 64 67, or Nathalie Gysi, Managing Director, Green Cross Switzerland, at tel. 044 499 13 10.


