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dhe wake of the Chernobyl accident three years ago,

«he USSR established a special emergency rescue team.

Rushworth M. Kidder describes the work
in the second of his two on-the-scene repo

Soviet Disaster Team: Ready

By Rushworth M. Kidder
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CHERNOBYL, USSR

URI SAMOILENKO is
paid to think the un-
thinkable.

Right now that thinking is
starkly simple: What if there’s an-
other Chernobyl?

Mr. Samoilenko, who was at
the Chernobyl ' power station
when the No. 4 nuclear reactor
exploded three years .ago, was
awarded the Soviet Union’s high-

est honors for his work there.
Now, as head of a government-
Tun special emergency response

team called Spetsatom - thought
to be the only team quite like it in
the world - he's the one to call in
case of a disaster.

Begun in March 1988, Spets-
atom was founded primarily to
deal with radiation problems. Its
mission included h coping

_ - with Chernobyl-like emergencies
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and helping to decommission and
di of old nuclear plants.

hen the Armenian earth-
quake struck last December, how-
ever, Spetsatom personnel were
among the first to arrive. So in
January the USSR Ministry of
Nuclear broadened the
Spetsatom mission to include dis-
aster response of all sorts.

But foremost in Samoilenko’s
thinking is the issue of radiation
_em ies. And just now, in a
highlights both the need

for international cooperation in a
nuclear age and the barriers to it,
he’s puzzling about how §
atom could actually help.

He does have one thing in
abundance: knowledge. Cherno-
byl was the worst radiation disas-
ter in history. It far exceeded the
accident at Three Mile Island in
Pennsylvania in 1979, which oc-
curred within a containment
dome. And while the atom bomb

at Hiroshima did far more explo- -

sive damage, it released only a

+ fraction of the radiation that es-

caped at Chernobyl. Those who

-came through the Soviet experi
ed les

ence learned unprecedent
sons about how to manage such
situations. A mumber of them

now work at Spetsatom.

One -of the most valuable
-things learned, says Samoilenko,
was the kind of equipment that
should have been on hand. Cher-

1 engineers did have
: " - small radi

ors of Soviet and
designs. But so intense was the
radiation on the roof of the shat-

7y to save it. It, 100, broke down
~forcing him to send men onto
the to continue the '

to work no more

- than 2 minute, 0 Geal with the
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initial radiation problem. “That

is insane,” says his second in com-

mand, Viktor Golubyov, who was

with Samoilenko at the Cher-

nobyl explosion. “No one has to
 suffer,” he adds.

That conviction prompts the
Spetsatom search for better
equipment. A flip chart in Samoi-
lenko’s well-appointed office, sit-
uated in an abandoned apartment
block not far from the vast ce-
ment sarcophagus entombing the
No. 4 reactor, shows drawings of
. 54 robots, from small humanlike
objects to huge remote-operated
cranes, dump trucks, and am-
phibious ges.

These, plus a fieet of conven-
tional vehicles and airplanes al-
ready in place, will eventually
constitute the Spetsatom hard-
ware. It will be ted by a
team of 1,500 people - radiation
chemists, robotics engineers, nu-
clear physicists, ecologists, com-
puter technicians, drivers, and
mechanics. Of these, 830 are al-
ready at work, with the balance to
‘be added by the end of the year.
This elit force is designed to be
able to reach any disaster in this
‘sprawling nation within 24 hours.

In the future, om offi-
cials hope to sell its services to
other mations as well. Contacts
have already been made with Italy
and France, Mr. Golubyov says.

. “™Our service, when deve
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17 » Will help [in the after-
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_in the end, it took 3,500 men, | #2Ys.
allowed

Spetsatom is hdﬁ!un 4 mil-
_lion Tubles ($6.7 m lion)gin!{d"e-

1 #ign costs for each of the 54 ro-
s tﬁ. and is lining up Soviet
- industries to help construct them.

. And Samoilenko is drawing up a 8

- million-ruble ($5 million) “shop-

ping list” of other items.
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omy, tuminé that vision intb' fal-

ity 1s not easy. “*We have no con-
wertible currency to buy robotic

equipment,” Samoilenko says.

In addition, he notes, :xe of
the most needed equi t is
embargoed by the West because it

- has military applications. Dr.

Whittaker, who is director of the

Field Robotics Center at Carne-

ie-Mellon Unimsity ‘in Pitts-
, notes that, with nuclear
re still a threat, “‘electronics
-and computing ideas that survive
radiation exposure have got to be

’wqhighonmyone‘sﬁu.“*

‘Exactly what you need to sur-
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ting like the maybe
“what you need to survive in a
_post-attack scenario,” he says.

g ‘Withorvithouthishew.gen-"'
m ‘of robots, q
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cials, their book should prove use- .




