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Lessons from the Chernobyl accident
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Worry and concern are main public reactions to a nuclear
accident. The Joint Study Project 2 (JSP2) was a collaboration
in the 1990s between the European Union and the former Soviet

Union states of Russia, Ukraine and Belarus that included one

research subgroup focused on social and psychological effects of the Chernobyl
accident. This presentation will build on the lessons learnt from that situation and
suggest areas worthy of consideration when citizens face real or perceived risk in the
aftermath of radioactive fallout. At the time of the Chernobyl accident the overall
framework of national and international regulatory documents guiding the response
to the post-accidental situation were not fully developed and consistent resulting in
uncertainty and inconsistency. In addition, the political and economic situations for
the mentioned countries were, from mid 1980s well into 1990s, turbulent including the
transition from a regime of secrecy to information openness, the breaking up of the
Soviet Union and economic decline markedly affecting citizens’ wellbeing. On an
individual level people experienced initial silence from authorities, subsequently
affecting trust and wellbeing and inviting the spread of rumors, later followed by
massive countermeasures, including relocation in areas of the most affected, restric-
tions in other parts to use local produce and massive health checks; countermeasures
that were not always accompanied with information or individual feedback on results.
Worries included health effects for children as well as adults and not the least for
pregnant women and future generations. Furthermore, there were concerns about
effects on daily life including contamination of food products and the surrounding

landscape, the prospect of becoming relocated or resettled without much individual
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choice, possible health effects due to living for years in areas that were to be relocated,
and the sharp decline of monetary value. Nevertheless, the overall psychological
sentiment of people participating in the JSP2 project in more and less affected areas
was stoicism leaning towards depression and at times apathy. Major lessons learnt
from the project include the crucial importance of immediate, reliable and consistent
information from authorities to affected people to enhance trust and counteract
disinformation and rumors, and the central role of enhancing personal control in
situations of risk. Personal control is associated with having reliable information,
choice options, freedom to take decisions and behave within available frameworks.
Since the Chernobyl accident national and international regulatory frameworks have
been reviewed, decision support tools have been developed, and a market for personal-
ized measurement tools has emerged. In spite of the high level of knowledge sophisti-
cation and expertise in the fields of medicine, dosimetry, radiation protection and
overall societal post-accident response it is my belief that the implementation of
countermeasures is not entirely a matter for specialists. It is possible and necessary
to strengthen individuals’ abilities to appraise situations and react in an appropriative
manner to radiation risks. This objective to enhance personal control in radiation
risk situations can be achieved through experts’ skillful communication and guidance,

and strategically organized social facilitation of individuals’ self-help behavior.
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