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Executive Summary 

This report belongs to a collection of 20 short country reports on the History of Nuclear Energy and 

Society (HoNESt, project Ref.662268). The reports tackle the complex sociotechnical system 

around nuclear energy. Nuclear developments, notably nuclear energy, are closely intertwined with 

social, economic, environmental, political and cultural spheres. Nuclear energy is also a globalized 

system involving transnational transfers of knowledge, materials, technologies, people and products 

including electrical power, medical elements, toxic wastes and other environmental hazards, 

materials, capacities and knowledge that must be carefully safeguarded. Nuclear energy is a 

complex social and technological phenomenon that influences societies but is also shaped by 

societies. 

The short country reports are designed to assemble information and research results on the history 

of the relations between nuclear energy and society in an accessible manner, and to document the 

findings with references. 

The purpose of the country reports is threefold, addressing three different audiences: 

1. To provide basic elements of narrative and analysis for further historical research by 

HoNESt researchers; 

2. To provide information, context and background for further analysis for HoNESt’s social 

science researchers; 

3. To provide accessible information on nuclear-societal relations in the various countries for 

the purposes of outreach and communication with stakeholders (civil society, industry, 

associations, policy makers, journalists). 

This report focuses on the history of the relations between nuclear energy and society in Lithuania. 

From the first years of construction until its full decommissioning in 2009, the Ignalina NPP shaped 

relations between the population and the authorities, as far as nuclear policy is concerned. The 

case of the Ignalina NPP demonstrates how different claims were articulated and used by scientists 

and experts, political actors and grass-roots organizations from the Soviet period to Lithuania’s 

accession to the European Union (EU). It illustrates the interplay of the pro- and anti-nuclear 

contexts of debates over politics, the environment and citizenship.  
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1. Historical context (narrative) 

1.1. The Ignalina Case: Public Engagement vs. Soviet 

Nuclear Exceptionalism?  

The Ignalina Nuclear Power Plant was built on the territory of the Lithuanian Soviet Socialist 

Republic between 1975 and 1987. Located in a forest park on the banks of Druksai Lake on the 

border with the Byelorussian Soviet Socialist Republic the Ignalina NPP is furnished by the two 

largest RBMK reactors in the world with a generating capacity of 1,500 MWe. The Ignalina NPP is 

similar to other NPPs with the RMBK type reactor in terms of its design and operational 

characteristics; as such it constitutes the Soviet technological legacy. Despite being more powerful 

and being furnished with an Accident Confinement System (ACS), the Ignalina NPP is similar to the 

Leningrad, Kursk, Chernobyl and Smolensk NPPs. This is because all of them possessed such 

technical and operational characteristics as “two cooling loops, a direct cycle, fuel clusters [which] 

are loaded into individual channels rather than a single pressure vessel, the neutron spectrum is 

thermalized by a massive graphite moderator block” (Almenas, Kaliatka, and Uspuras 1998, 17). 

Because of its online re-fuelling capability the RMBK reactor technology had never been exported 

outside the USSR. 

The Soviet techno-political system was built as a monumental iconography of the victory of science 

and technology over the power of nature. Josephson (1996) has noted that Soviet-style technology 

differed from the European and the US styles in that it seemed to fit the mass production of 

monumental industrial objects, so-called “gigantomania.” This victorious gigantomania combined 

with standardization and centralized bureaucracy which created the conditions for “functional 

designs in which safety and comfort played a secondary role, and environmental issues were rarely 

raised” (Josephson 1996, 300). Although Soviet engineers considered safety an inherent factor in 

reactor design, and in the way it was constructed, as Josephson shows, Soviet engineer-physicists 

“demonstrated their conviction that reactor technology could be made inherently safe. They 

designed the Chernobyl-type channel graphite (RBMK) reactor with a positive void coefficient … 

ignoring the chance of ‘highly improbable’ accidents (like the one at Chernobyl that occurred during 

an ill-advised experiment). The RBMK also was designed to reload fuel without a complete 
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shutdown; there are reinforced concrete plugs on top of the reactor for ease of refuelling that could 

blow apart during an explosion” (1996, 308).  

Before the 1980s nuclear energy, in the context of economic and industrial developments in the 

USSR, had been challenged by controversial political processes of decentralization and 

centralization, by multiple technological choices, negotiations and confrontations inside the scientific 

community and within the Soviet political system, as well as by organizational changes in nuclear 

governance. This flux remained until it became an undisputed agenda for national energy programs 

and a part of USSR’s large-scale planning processes.  

“By the late 1960s, the change in how proponents justified nuclear energy was complete. The 

industry’s fundamentally altered institutional status allowed a rhetoric of economic efficiency to 

dominate arguments over nuclear energy’s role in the country’s development” (Schmid 2015, 39). 

The implementation of nuclear technology within national nuclear programs became possible due to 

the technological choices made in 1970 and mediation of the central political institutions. In the 

beginning of 1970s the necessity and feasibility of civilian nuclear energy programs appear as 

controversial within scientific and political contexts. However, in the 1980s, the use of nuclear 

energy in national energy programs became less contested and the local administrative bodies 

were involved with different degrees in its implementation. The countrywide nuclear program moved 

to the forefront of the national energy mix. The civil nuclear became a political agenda; the 

feasibility of the Soviet nuclear program was no longer questioned.  

After Chernobyl, the focus informing the choice between different types of reactors shifted from 

scientific and technological preoccupations towards safety and future of the RBMK reactors. In 

other words, safe reactor design became a transnational techno-political concern. This is not 

without pressure from other countries: for example, international experts and politicians used this 

lack of safety culture as a reason to stop the export of Soviet reactors into Europe (Wellock 2013). 

According to the general Soviet planning in the 1970s, the Ignalina NPP was among the nuclear 

plants with RMBK reactors to be constructed in the European part of the USSR as an integral part 

of the Soviet Union’s North-West Unified Power System: in the Northern part - the Leningrad NPP, 

in the Eastern part - the Smolensk NPP, and in the Southern part - the Chernobyl NPP. Moreover, 
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although the NPP in the neighbouring Byelorussian Soviet Socialist Republic was never 

constructed, it was designed with another type of reactor. (See Belarus SCR)  

Following this plan the first reactor of the Ignalina NPP started operation in 1983, with the actual 

launch of the reactor in 1982. As Josephson (1996, 2005) noted in his research on Soviet nuclear 

programs, civil nuclear power was informed by the strong political and ideological commitment to 

link political and social development with technological and innovative progress: “For citizens, 

scientists, and officials alike, successes in atomic energy provided undeniable confirmation that at 

long last society had embarked on the final leg of the long journey to communism.” (1996, 297) 

From the first years of construction until its full decommissioning in 2009, the Ignalina NPP shaped 

relations between the population and the authorities, as regard to nuclear policy. During various 

transformations, from exiting the USSR to accessioning to the EU, the Ignalina NPP offered public 

actors different means of claiming practices - expertise, sovereignty, governance and citizenship.  

Timeline Ignalina Nuclear Power Plant (INPP) 

1971 – 1988 The Ignalina NPP as a part of the Soviet nuclear program 

The decision about the construction of the Ignalina NPP was made on 

the 16 September 1971. Following this plan the first reactor of the 

Ignalina NPP came on line in 1983. 

Scientific disputes between the Soviet Academy of Sciences and 

Lithuanian Academy of Sciences were taking place regarding the 

Ignalina NPP’s site, as well as the 3rd and 4th reactors at the INPP.  

After the accident at Chernobyl occurred, the political responses and 

immediate identification of technical errors during the INPP 

construction works was made.  

1988 – 1991 The Ignalina NPP and anti-nuclear, environmental and nationalist 

mobilization  

This period can be characterised by the following processes: 

• Development of social and political movements;  

• Formation of the environmental, political and independence agenda; 

• Ring of Life around the Ignalina NPP;   

• Tensions within the central Soviet political and academic institutions. 
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1991-1994 The Ignalina NPP and political and energy transitions 

The following was taking place: 

• Reestablishment of political and national independence; 

• Economic and Energy Crises;  

• Political and Economic Transformations;  

• Formation of an independent energy system; 

• Nuclear and Radiation Safety Advisory Committee (NRSAC) working 

on safety; the committee upgraded and built a strong regulatory and 

technical infrastructure of the nuclear facilities.   

1994-

2004/2008 

The Ignalina NPP as new energy and political agenda 

Safety system was improved; the INPP was technically upgraded 

according to the European standards;  

The EU and INPP politically negotiated; 

A National Referendum on the future of the INPP was held.  

2008-2014 The Ignalina NPP and revival of the debates on nuclear energy 

During this time a new NPP project, the Visaginas NPP, was being 

developed. Another National Referendum, this time regarding nuclear 

program developments, was organised. That resulted in suspension of 

the political decision on the Visaginas NPP. Political tensions with 

Belarusian authorities about the construction of the Belarusian NPP 

became noticeable. 

 

The case of the Ignalina NPP demonstrates how different claims were articulated and used by 

scientists and experts, political actors and grass-roots organizations from the Soviet period to the 

moment of Lithuania’ accession to the European Union. It illustrates the interplay of the pro- and 

anti-nuclear narratives of political, environmental and citizenship debates.  

The Ignalina NPP is not an ordinary case of nuclear decommissioning, or of the end of “inherently 

unsafe Soviet technology”. This is a case of the establishment of nuclear techno-politics in 

Lithuania, and of the relationships between political institutions and the public, between ethnic 

groups and authority, scientists and politicians, as well as between individual and collective actions 

as they engage with nuclear issues.      
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If the scientific mobilization of the 1980s was against the construction of a NPP on the territory of 

Lithuania, then political and nationalist responses at the end of the 1980s were deeply linked to 

issues of national identity and sovereignty. During the 1990s anti-nuclear claims were framed in 

terms of energy independence and sufficiency, and then became an issue for EU accession. In the 

late 2000s, after the second reactor was shut down, anti-nuclear claims reappeared in the context 

of debates about the revival of a national nuclear program, in line with a broader movement called 

the “nuclear renaissance”. (See Russia SCR) 

The capacity of the State to exert sovereignty remains crucial in nuclear techno-politics. The 

nationalist mobilization in Lithuania at the end of the 1980s was clearly linked to control over the 

Ignalina NPP as well as over domestic natural resources with claims of independence. Within 

political declarations and programs the requirement of the withdrawal of Russian’s nuclear weapons 

from Lithuania was also mentioned. Political claims over nuclear energy both concerned military 

and civilian uses. In the post-Soviet world, nuclear power continues to produce or reproduce the 

same geopolitical choices: for the Lithuanian government the Ignalina NPP served as an engine for 

clamouring for its exit from the USSR and later as a condition of its accession to the EU.  

The collapse of the USSR fell in the same symbolic frame as the disastrous impacts of the accident 

at Chernobyl but also marked an important political transformation that allowed the introduction of 

an independent nuclear regulatory regime in Lithuania. This period concerned not only the transfer 

of nuclear facilities and infrastructures from Russia to Lithuania, but also the emergence of new 

political actors, as well as of new public and social engagements in the field of nuclear power. 

During this stage the INPP has become an object of multiple controversies.     

In the 1990s the transformative effects on policy issues played a significant role. The political and 

economic transitions produced an uncertain effect on the Ignalina case. Rinkevicius (2000) argues 

that during the 1990s Lithuania faced a “double risk”: the transition to a new political and economic 

model accompanied by social anxiety about old and new institutions. The case of the Ignalina NPP 

illustrated this interplay of political and environmental risks.  

After the 1990s anti-nuclear claims were introduced into new democratic procedures and tools, 

such as public opinion surveys and referendums. Anti-nuclear activism was replaced by nuclear 

attitudes. As Hecht notes, the participatory processes and institutions could make nuclear objects 
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visible and actionable (2012, 325). The Ignalina case was an example of how, in a more democratic 

regime, political lock-in faces new democratic procedures that do not—or perhaps cannot—ensure 

that a political decision will be revised according to issues of democratic legitimacy. The Lithuanian 

authorities until now, after the Ignalina NPP shutdown and the negative result in the referendum 

concerning the construction of a new NPP, are postponing the final decision about a nuclear power 

program in the country and are not daring to put an end to the nuclear story in Lithuania. The 

Ignalina NPP does not produce energy any more but still “leaves room for the possibility of 

recruiting nuclearity for better governance” (Hecht 2012, 338). 

Nuclear exceptionalism, as the “difference manifested in political claims, technological systems, 

cultural forms, institutional infrastructures, and scientific knowledge” (Hecht 2012, 6), concerns the 

distribution and redistribution of political qualities: how the relationships in nuclear techno-politics 

are negotiated and rebalanced. The Ignalina case opened nuclear issues for Lithuanian public, 

authorities, scientists and activists and has translated different meanings of nuclear in various 

arenas: citizenship, sovereignty and governance, environmental and effective regulation. Anti-

nuclear activism is a part of this convergence of the meanings in debates contributing to the 

importance of nuclear issues; both to its exceptionalism and banality. 

1.2. List of events 

Event 1: The Start Up of the First Unit of the Ignalina NPP on 31 December 1983  

This event illustrates the relationship between the central and local political and scientific bodies in 

the USSR and outlines the first set of arguments used in opposition to INPP construction and 

reproduced at the later stages. In addition to taking into the consideration the relationship between 

Soviet authorities and general public in the field of the civil nuclear development in Lithuania, this 

event focuses on media coverage of the launch of INPP and illustrates the ideological commitment 

within Soviet nuclear uses.    

Event 2: The Chernobyl Nuclear disaster on 26 April 1986 and its disastrous 

consequences 

The accident at the Chernobyl NPP in Soviet Ukraine had an impact on civilian nuclear power use 

and development as well as on social attitudes to nuclear power. This is a key event for analysis of 
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the Soviet and Post-Soviet nuclear programs, including in the Lithuanian case. It illustrates firstly 

increasing uncertainties amongst the nuclear personnel, operators and engineers of the INPP, local 

political actors and of course amongst the public. The post-Chernobyl shifts in nuclear discourses in 

Lithuanian case concerned mostly the safety of RMBK reactors and established a framework for 

debates on nuclear decommissioning      

Event 3: The Rally “The Ring of Life” (16-18 September 1988) 

This rally took place on the site of INPP on 16-18 September 1988 and was organized by the 

Lithuanian Movement for Reforms, Sąjūdis. It was the first national anti-nuclear protest under Soviet 

rule in Lithuania and became possible due to the relaxation of restrictions on political mobilization 

due to Gorbachev’s policy of perestroika. This event had pronounced political and symbolic 

significance. It aimed not only at the mothballing of construction of the 3rd unit of the NPP and the 

temporary closing of units 1 and 2, but also the transfer of control over INPP from Moscow to 

Lithuanian authorities.      

Event 4: The Decommissioning of the First Nuclear Unit of the Ignalina NPP on 31 

December 2004 

This event demonstrates all the difficulties, debates and contradictions within the processes of 

admitting Lithuania to the EU and the decommissioning of INPP. The decision about 

decommissioning has appeared as an irrevocable and inevitable decision without taking into 

account all the national arguments about energy independence, the costs of altering and upgrading 

technology.  In this case nuclear techno-politics clearly linked Soviet nuclear technology and culture 

with the political issues concerned with EU admission as well as the incompatibility of democratic 

modes of governance with an outmoded technology created under totalitarian rule.      

Event 5: The National Referendum about new NPP construction in 2012 

A second referendum about nuclear power in Lithuania in 2012 concerned whether to build new 

NPPs, the first one held in 2008 (with insufficient turnout) concerned decommissioning INPP. The 

two events are linked by the changing public attitudes towards nuclear power and illustrate the 

linkages and fluctuations between political strategies and public opinion. This event considers public 
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opinion discourse in Lithuania about the content and measurement of nuclear attitudes as a form of 

civic engagement and participation. 

 

1.3. Presentation of main actors 

Name/Title  Institutional/Formal/Informal Role   

Actor Category 

Promoter/Receptor/

Regulator 

Žukauskas, Algirdas Chairman of the nuclear energy commission of 

the Lithuanian Academy of Sciences, Vice-

President 1966-1992 

Receptor  

Styra, Boleslovas  Institute of Physics, Director of the sector of 

radioactivity of atmosphere (1967-1993), A.M. 

of Lithuania Academy of Sciences 

Receptor  

Vilemas, Yurgis Institute of the Energetics, Lithuanian 

Academy of Sciences,1966-1986.  

Receptor 

Brasauskas, Algidras  Secretary of the Central Committee of the 

Communist Party of Lithuania, 1977-1987 

Receptor  

Semionov, Nikolaj Vice Minister of SredMash, 1971   Regulator, promoter   

Burnazian, Avetik Vice Minister of Health, State Sanitary Doctor 

of the USSR, 1956-1981 

Promoter  

Griškevičius, Petras Secretary of the Central Committee of the 

Communist Party of Lithuania, 1974-1987 

Receptor  

Sakalauskas, 

Vytautas 

Chairman of the Council of Ministers of 

LSSR,1985-1990   

Receptor  

Maniušis, Juozas Chairman of the Council of Ministers of LSSR, 

1967-1981 

Receptor  

Brezhnev, Leonid Secretary of the Central Committee of the 

Communist Party, 1964-1982 

Promoter  

Kosygin, Alexei Chairman of Council of Ministers of USSR, 

1964-1980 

Promoter  

Tikhonov, Nikolai Chairman of Council of Ministers of USSR, 

1980-1985 

Promoter  

Slavskii, Efim The Ministry of Medium Machine-Building 

Industry of the USSR, 1957-1986 

Regulator, promoter   

Sniečkus, Antanas Secretary of the Central Committee of the Receptor  
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Communist Party of Lithuania, 1940-1974 

Neporojnij, Piotr  Minister of Energy of the USSR, 1962-1985 Promoter  

Mikalauskas, Vladas Chairman of the Direction of Geology (Council 

of Ministers of LSSR), 1986-1978 

Receptor  

Grigelis, Algimantas  Director of the Lithuanian Research Institute of 

Geology, 1963-1977   

Receptor  

Gorbachev, Michail Secretary of the Central Committee of the 

Communist Party, 1985-1991 

Promoter  

Ryzhkov, Nikolai Chairman of Council of Ministers, 1985-1991 Promoter  

Solomentsev, Mikhail Chairman of the Communist Party Control 

Committee, 1983-1988  

Regulator  

Vaišvila, Zigmas  Lithuanian Academy of Sciences, Institute of 

Physics, environmental group, Žemyna, 

Movement for Reforms, Sąjūdis (1981-1991) 

Receptor 

Shevaldin, Viktor  General Director of the INPP, 1991- 2010 Regulator  

Demčenko, Michail Engineer, Senior and First Category Engineer 

in Ignalina NPP’s Nuclear Safety Division 

(1983–1991), Nuclear Safety Expert, Head of 

Safety Assessment Division, Deputy and 

Acting Head of VATESI (1991-2012). Head of 

VATESI. 

Regulator  

Juozaitis, Rymantas 

 

Chairman of the Board “LEO” (2008-2009) Promoter  
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2. Showcase: Political and Energy Transitions 

How to (re)establish the legitimacy of civil nuclear power in a country undergoing economic, political 

and energy transitions? How to make the Ignalina NPP both necessary and feasible for the national 

economy, energy system, social and natural environment? These are questions faced by Lithuanian 

authorities after the collapse of the USSR. The Lithuanian authorities exert sovereignty in nuclear 

industry and have diversified the uses of nuclear energy: for economic rationale (in a scarce energy 

system with increasing industrial demands), for political commitment (to obtain admission to the EU, 

and to break from dependence on the Russian energy system), for scientific reputation and for new 

nuclear governance and bureaucracies. 

Following the post-soviet context of transition the case of the INPP appears as a showcase of the 

breaks within the Soviet nuclear decision-making and large scale industrial and energy systems. 

Firstly, it concerns the institutional transition, the relationships between Soviet central institutions 

and Lithuanian governmental bodies. Secondly, this period illustrates various nuclear attitudes in 

decision-making and in public opinion. And thirdly, this showcase is about how during the 1990s the 

civil nuclear program in Lithuania was affected not only by Chernobyl but also by the geopolitical 

qualities of post-Soviet economic and political relations.  

Institutional Transitions. Soviet nuclear policy was implemented through a vertical and centralized 

system of decision-making and implementation. The central state body responsible for nuclear 

innovation, investigation, construction and control, was the Ministry of Medium Machine Building 

(Sredmash). The Ministry of Energy was responsible only for serial production of reactors, i.e. after 

Sredmash had launched the first version of a new reactor. There was an intense rivalry between 

these two bodies over the nuclear production and post-production: “The division of responsibilities, 

however, implied a hierarchy of expertise in which the Sredmash leadership considered 

Minenergo’s nuclear capabilities inferior to their own. This attitude, in turn, deepened existing 

rivalries and blurred responsibilities. More fundamentally, it led to asymmetries in the degree of 

agency, level of experience, and access to and distribution of knowledge” (Schmidt 2015, 61-62) 

Usually the local level of government, i.e. of the Soviet Socialist Republics, never participated 

directly in nuclear decision-making; local voices were seldom taken into account under Soviet rule: 
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“[the] Soviet Lithuanian Republic did not participate at the political level in the nuclear decision-

making. The Lithuanian scientists were involved in the process of the investigation of the possible 

locations of the INPP but have never participated in the selection processes. The decision about the 

choice of the nuclear site was taken directly by central institutions”.1 This kind of exclusion created 

tension between local authorities and the central one. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

The competing relations between nuclear bureaucracies, Minenergo and Sredmash, had created a 

volatile environment for the implementation of national nuclear programs in the Soviet Socialist 

                                                      
 

1 Jurgis Vilemas, professor, expert interview, Kaunas, 1.07.16 

Ministry of  

SredMash and 

subordinated agencies  

Ministry of Energy  

GosPlan – State 

Planning Committee; 

Ministry of Health 

other relevant   

Local Authorities: Lithuanian Communist Party, Council of Ministers, Ministry of 

Energy, GosPlan, Lithuanian Academy of Sciences   

Nuclear Facilities  
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Republics. In the 1980s these relations were diluted by the tensions between governmental bodies 

in the Soviet Socialist Republics and central institutions. These organizational and institutional shifts 

shaped the trajectories of governments’ manoeuvres in Soviet Socialist Republics and resulted in 

the eventual collapse of the Soviet institutions during perestroika.  

In the 1990s the new model of regulatory regime was established as a result of the transfer of the 

nuclear facilities to the control of Lithuanian authorities after the dissolution of the USSR: “In this 

transition period it was highly important to organize two processes: the transition of nuclear 

governance functions from Central Soviet bodies to the Lithuanian authorities and the creation of 

the new independent State supervision institution over the safe uses of the nuclear energy. In 

creation of this new regulatory regime the lessons from the Chernobyl disaster were taken into 

account” 2. VATESI was a newly created state body responsible for regulation and supervision of 

nuclear power safety. The INPP was subordinated in 1990’s to the Ministry of Economy and then to 

the Ministry of Energy. The State Enterprise Radioactive Waste Management Agency (RATA) was 

established in 1999 by the Lithuanian government following the implementation of the Law on 

Radioactive Waste Management. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
 

2 Demčenko Michail, Head of VATESI, an expert interview, Vilnius, 20.09.2016 

Parliament   

+ 

Government  

Ministry of 

Environment 

Ministry of Interior 

Ministry of Economy  

 

Other relevant 

Ministries 

Local authorities 

 

Radiation Safety 

Centre  

Ministry of Health 

 

State Nuclear Power 

Safety 

Inspectorate (VATESI) 

 

Nuclear Facilities  
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Nevertheless the process of transferring the INPP’s nuclear facilities to Lithuanian control was not 

an ordinary case. In October 1991, the representatives of the Ministry of Atomic Energy, the owner 

of INPP, came to Lithuania and signed the act transferring INPP to Lithuanian control. According to 

this Act, signed by the Minister of Energy, the Lithuanian government became the owner of INPP 

and its facilities, including the city of Visaginas, its surrounding territories and infrastructures3. 

Before 1991 INPP’s administration governed all these facilities which had never been under the 

authority of the Soviet Lithuanian government4. The exceptional nuclear status of the area during 

Russian Soviet rule created a special self-governance regime within the Ignalina NPP site where 

the NPP Director was the principal agent. After the transfer in 1991 a new regime was established: 

the NPP administration vested a separate status on Visaginas with its entire infrastructure, thus an 

independent local government system had been implemented. A split between the INPP and non-

nuclear facilities took place. This was an important symbolic break from the exceptional status of 

the nuclear sites in the Soviet system.    

Moreover, nuclear governance processes raised the question of citizenship for the personnel, 

mostly a Russian-speaking community. During the rise of nationalist movements certain tensions 

occurred around Visaginas as a Russian speaking town but the situation never escalated into ethnic 

conflicts.  

The beginning of the nationalist mobilization in 1988 created conditions for citizenship claims to be 

brought up. In the case of INPP this concerned ethnic relationships at the nuclear site: in 1989 the 

Visaginas (Sniečkus)5 population consisted of Russians (64.2%), Belarusians (11.0%), Lithuanians 

(7.7%), Poles (6.4%), and other ethnicities (10.7%) (Kavaliauskas 1999, 41). On the wave of 

nationalist mobilization, individual and collective self-identification claims emerged. Letters from 

Visaginas inhabitants were published in the Atgiminas newspaper (16.12.88; 27.01.89); these 

letters touched upon such issues as domination of the Russian language in the media and schools, 

equal relationships between the Russian and Lithuanian speaking communities (150 signatures). 

The Russian-speaking workers at the Ignalina NPP, identifying themselves as Russians and living in 

                                                      
 

3 Viktor Shevaldin, former INPP Director, interview, 04.05.16, Visaginas. 

4 Jurgis Vilemas, professor, expert interview, Kaunas, 1.07.16 

5 Sniečkus the name of the city for the Ignalina NPP personnel, renamed in Visaginas in 1992.   
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Visaginas, also articulated citizenship claims. In “Dobriy den” (№4: 13-19.04.1990) an official letter 

to the Mikhail Gorbachev from the Ignalina workers was published. The core of this appeal was the 

status of the Ignalina NPP after Sąjūdis came into power. They asked Gorbachev “to find a solution 

to withdraw the Ignalina NPP and Sniečkus from Lithuanian SSR authority without reference to a 

decision about the future of Lithuania itself” (№4. 13-19.04.1990, 4).  The INPP case exceeds 

nuclear and antinuclear limits, it creates forms of political claims it shakes concepts of Soviet 

nuclear exceptionalism and opens space for struggles over nuclear governance as well as the 

political opportunity to introduce the nuclear issues to the national political agenda. 

Compared with the situation of ethnic Russians in Latvia and Estonia the Lithuanian authorities 

preferred a softer version of citizenship policy after the collapse of the USSR: two years residence 

without break on the Lithuanian territory before 1991 was an imperative condition for obtaining 

Lithuanian citizenship; linguistic, ethnic and cultural conditions were not primary for this transition 

period. In addition, the use of the Russian language was authorized for nuclear personnel at INPP 

to facilitate professional communication at the site: neither technical documentation nor special 

terms existed in the Lithuanian language during this period. This situation was regulated by local 

legislation. The Law about the National Language adopted by the Lithuanian Parliament on the 1st 

February 1995 had established Lithuanian as national language. The Lithuanian National Language 

Law Implementation Act signed on 7th February 1995 allowed the personnel of INPP to use one of 

the languages of the IAEA, Russian included, for their communication6. This political manoeuvre 

avoided not only social tensions within the Russian speaking community at the INPP site but also 

difficulties in a possible emergency situation at INPP where a shift to the Lithuanian language in 

reporting documents could lead to technical errors. This is not only a question of language; this is 

the question of technology itself. For this particular location the nuclear technology, from basic 

                                                      
 

6 DĖL LIETUVOS RESPUBLIKOS VALSTYBINĖS KALBOS ĮSTATYMO ĮGYVENDINIMO, Lithuanian National Language 

Law Implementation Act Nr.I-789 art.3, 7 February 1995. Amended on 1 October 2011: « The use of the official languages of 

the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) is authorized for the activities in the field of nuclear energy and other 

activities related to the nuclear and/or to the nuclear fuel cycle, for the use of documents, with the exception for the public 

administrative decisions. When such documents are submitted to the State regulation and supervision bodies the 

correspondence must be in the official language - Lithuanian language, and attached documents may be submitted in one of 

the official languages of the IAEA. State regulation and the supervisor's request must contain the attached document 

translation into the state language - Lithuanian language.»   



 
  
 
 
 
 

18 

Lithuania - Short Country Report  

July 2018 

 

documentation to the safety standards and emergency prescriptions, was written, described, 

invented and implemented in the Russian language. Russian was a part of the nuclear technology 

then and still remains significant for the whole technological culture behind its uses.  

Nevertheless this quite favourable situation for transition did not stop an outflow of qualified 

personnel from the INPP site. According to rough estimations more than 100 high-qualified 

personnel left INPP and found a job at a NPP in Russia7. This structural change created additional 

obstacles for transition since Lithuania lacked the necessary facilities for training nuclear personnel, 

especially for highly-qualified positions.    

Nuclear Attitudes. The Ignalina NPP was a part of the national political agenda during the 

transformation period which was marked by a pro-nuclear turn in public opinion and political 

attitudes. Public opinion surveys regarding nuclear issues were commenced in the Ignalina NPP 

region in 1989 to investigate the impact of Chernobyl on public opinion and problems of integration 

of the Russian-speaking community. Nevertheless the central question in surveys was about the 

status of the Ignalina NPP: “Should the Ignalina NPP pass under the national control what will be its 

future?” Only 28% of respondents wished the station to close down and 63 % called for safety 

upgrades and continued operation (Gaidys and Rinkevičius 2008).  

During the period from 1993 to 1997 surveys of experts and of the local population were conducted 

within the state program “Nuclear energy and environment”. The surveys showed that 77% of the 

experts had pro-nuclear attitudes: “The RMBK reactors could be used further”.  Survey of residents 

revealed worries and uncertainties about the influence that Ignalina NPP produces on the health 

and environment among 80% of respondents (Baubinas R.,1998).  

Public opinion polls conducted in 1998 during the EU admission negotiations by the Sociological 

Centre “Vilmorus” showed that the absolute majority of the respondents (80%) were against 

closure. The surveys after EU admission showed the same trend: the absolute majority of the 

respondents (94%) among 62% possible participants would vote for the extension of Ignalina NPP if 

                                                      
 

7 Viktor Shevaldin, former INPP Director, interview, 04.05.16, Visaginas 
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a referendum was to be held (Gaidys and Rinkevičius 2008). This trend persisted with a survey 

about plans for a modern reactor to be constructed (Rinova, 2007-2009)8. 

Nevertheless the new political institutions and procedures marked an important shift in the Ignalina 

case: becoming a part of the political agenda the nuclear issues raised public awareness. With the 

new democratic procedures the Ignalina case has been transformed into a public opinion case. 

With the political transition public opinion became an important part of the democratic political 

process. Public opinion polls as well as referenda emerged as newly accepted procedures by 

society and political institutions.   

Geopolitics of Energy Transitions. After the collapse of the USSR the Lithuanian government 

faced the problem of sustainable energy supply of to consumers, including industry and 

households. From the Soviet period Lithuania was a part of the Soviet economy and energy 

systems with large energy consumption; it also exported energy to its neighbours, especially to the 

Byelorussian Soviet Socialist Republic. The Lithuanian energy system consisted of two large energy 

units constructed for both national needs and for the needs of other Soviet Socialist Republics; they 

are the Lithuanian Thermal Power Plant (with capacity of 1,800 MW) consuming natural gas and 

heavy fuel oil and the Ignalina Nuclear Power Plant (3,000 MWe). Within the large scale industrial 

and energy systems of the Soviet Union these energy installations never created problems of 

distribution and redistribution of energy. Starting from the period of Independence the national 

economy and energy systems faced the problem of managing the oversupply of energy in the 

context of the decreasing energy demand, economic crises, and changing economic and political 

relations in the post-Soviet region.  

 Thus, the primary energy consumption of Lithuania, which in 1991 amounted to 17.5 

million toe [Tons of Oil Equivalent], has decreased to 8 million toe, i.e., more than 

twice. Electricity consumption and district heat supply decreased at about the same 

                                                      
 

8 “Risk perceptions, public communication and innovative governance in knowledge society” (RINOVA) (2007-2009). “Public 

Perceptions of Nuclear Power in Lithuania: Symbolic Meanings, Public Participation and a Quest for Democracy” Aistė 

Balžekienė, Leonardas Rinkevičius, 1st ISA Forum of Sociology, Barcelona, 8 September 2008.  

 www.riskanduncertainty.net/TG04/Barselona_balzekiene_rinkevicius.ppt 

http://www.riskanduncertainty.net/TG04/Barselona_balzekiene_rinkevicius.ppt
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degree. Major energy installations in Lithuania encompass a few large thermal 

plants, a nuclear power plant, and a refinery designed not only for the needs of 

Lithuania, but to supply a significant proportion of its production to Lithuania's 

nearest neighbours, which after 1991 were in the same economic decline. (Gaigalis, 

Skema. 2014:720) 

From the 1990s the Lithuanian government started the elaboration and implementation of a national 

energy strategy in the way suggested by the EU accession procedures and taking into account the 

necessity of reforming the energy sectors using data of the Lithuanian energy system’s outputs 

before and after the decommission of the INPP. The first document elaborated in collaboration with 

western experts appeared only in 1994 and was meant to demonstrate willingness to reform the 

energy sector and to outline the techno-political controversy about the upgrade of INPP.     

Energy 
Strategy 

Inputs Outputs 

1994  Decreasing energy consumption 
and excess of energy production;  
Economic crises and 
transformation of the political 
relationships in the region;  
De-monopolization of the energy 
sector;  
Diversification of energy supply. 

Transfer of management to the 
municipalities; 
Total energy consumption in decline; 
Implementation of the legal framework: Law 
on Energy (1995), Law on Nuclear Energy 
(1996), Nuclear Activity Licensing 
Requirements (1998) 
Creation of VATESI (1996). 

1999 Nuclear safety (continuation and 
full implementation of Safety 
improvement Programs); 
Improvement of energy efficiency; 
Implementation of the principles 
of the market economy in the 
power sector; 
Environment protection; 
Regional co-operation; 
Preparation of Lithuania's energy 
sector for the integration into the 
EU; 
Improvement of energy sector 
management and regulation. 

Restructuring and privatization of the 
electricity and gas supply sectors;  
Separation between production, 
transmission and distribution by creating 
independent companies; 
Continuation of the large scale reforms;  
The electricity transmission sector and 
nuclear power plant remain the state’s 
property;  
The deadline for decommissioning of 
Ignalina NPP Unit 1 set as December, 31 
2004; 
Strategy did not provide a decommissioning 
date for INPP Unit II. 

2002 The available energy potential is 
not used to the full; 
Dependence on a single supplier 
of natural gas; 
The use of energy is still 
inefficient in many areas of the 

Secure energy supply at minimal cost and 
with minimum environmental pollution; 
Enhancing the operational efficiency of the 
energy sector; 
Liberalization and privatization of the energy 
sector; 
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national economy; 
Old housing energy infrastructure 
needs modernization and 
requires considerable 
investments; 
A large amount of radioactive 
waste and spent nuclear fuel 
accumulated; the funds 
necessary for its safe disposal 
have not been obtained; 
Reserves of petroleum products 
conforming to the European 
Union requirements have not 
been built up and natural gas 
storage facilities have not been 
set up. 
 

Implementation of the European Union 
environmental directives in the energy 
sector; 
Compliance with the nuclear safety 
requirements; 
Preparation for the decommissioning of the 
reactors of the Ignalina NPP, the disposal of 
radioactive waste and the long-term storage 
of the spent nuclear fuel; 
Integration into the energy systems of the 
European Union within the next 10 years; 
Improvement of the energy sector 
management. 

2007 Energy security issues;  
Efficient use of energy;  
Introduction of competitive 
principles in the energy sector;  
Gradual integration into the 
energy systems of the European 
Union; 
Diversification of primary energy 
sources and ways of their import; 
The increase of renewable and 
local energy resources and 
reducing the share of natural gas 
in the energy mix.  

The liberalization of electricity and natural 
gas markets according to the EU directives;  
Creation of a Baltic common electricity 
market and its integration with the EU 
markets;  
The continuity in the use of nuclear energy 
by building a new nuclear power plant for all 
three Baltic States;  
Connection to the networks of the Nordic 
countries and Poland;  
Compliance with the EU directives related to 
the accumulation of reserves of oil and 
natural gas;  
Increasing the share of renewables in the 
primary energy balance up to 20%; 
Improvement of the consumption efficiency 
of all types of energy. 

2012  Energy independence: domestic 
energy demands covered by local 
and diversified sources; 
Competitiveness; 
Integration to the European 
energy markets; 
Reforms of energy monopolies; 
Guarantee for energy prices and 
for sufficient investments into the 
energy;  
Sustainability and principles of 
sustainable development; 
Nuclear energy and promotion of 
renewable energy sources will 
ensure sustainable energy 
production. 

Start-up of the Lithuanian–Polish power link 
LitPol Link 1 in 2015 and extension of the 
link in 2020; also the completion of the extra 
Lithuania-Poland cross-border power 
connection (LitPol Link); 
Completion of the Lithuanian–Swedish 
power link NordBalt in 2015; 
Development of the Regional Baltic States’ 
electricity market and integration into the 
Nordic and European Electricity Markets; 
Synchronous interconnection of the 
Lithuanian, Latvian and Estonian electricity 
Transmission systems with the European 
Continental Network of ENTSO-E; 
Construction of a new regional nuclear 
power plant in Visaginas; 

Sources: Gaigalis, Skema. 2014; Vilemas 1995,2010; Valentukevicius 1998;  
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The analysis of the successive energy strategies allows us to outline two major periods within the 

energy transitions in Lithuania: before and after the decommissioning of INPP. The first period 

covers the political transformation period until the 1999 Strategy introducing the timeframe for 

decommissioning unit 1 of INPP. This period emphasises serious debate about the possibility of 

updating INPP and about its safe functioning. The debate covers the following: implementation of 

the regulatory regime with the creation of the VATESI; establishing the Nuclear and Radiation 

Safety Advisory Committee (NRSAC) and the lgnalina Safety Analysis Group (ISAG). The 

implementation of the safety improvement program (SIP) began with the signature of the first grant 

agreement between the Lithuanian government, the lgnalina NPP and the European Bank for 

Development and Reconstruction on 10 February 1994. During this period the use of nuclear 

energy was considered as necessary for the economic and social developments of the country; 

political personnel, nuclear engineers and Lithuanian citizens embraced the energy produced by the 

INPP as a national resource.  

Nevertheless the preospect of accession into the EU turned the use of nuclear energy into a 

political debate and have determined its new framework within clearly articulated geopolitical 

qualities. After the 2002 Strategy was prepared and adopted on the eve of Lithuania’s admission to 

the EU, and then within the 2007 Strategy, the liberalization and the privatization of the energy 

sector and market are accelerated. A common Baltic energy market was created and launched and 

the integration of Lithuania into the European energy network is enlarged. The use of the nuclear 

energy did not disappear form the political agenda after the INPP began to be decommissioned. It 

reappeared within the new NPP project – Visaginas NPP, included in the 2012 National Energy 

Independence Strategy. This project has ended the history of implementation of Soviet nuclear 

technology on Lithuanian territory; it also has framed not only a technological but also a geopolitical 

choice. 
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3. Events 

3.1. Event 1: The Start Up of the First Unit of the Ignalina 

NPP on 31 December 1983 

Institutional Actors: Central Committee (CC) of the Communist Party of the USSR (CPSU), 

Council of Ministers of the USSR, Central Committee of the Lithuanian Communist Party (LCP), 

Council of Ministers of the Lithuanian Soviet Socialist Republic (LSSR), “Sovetskaya Litva” (central 

media), Ministry of the Medium-Machine Building (Sredmash), Lithuanian Academy of Sciences, 

USSR Academy of Sciences.   

The decision about the construction of INPP was taken by Central Committee of the CPSU and 

Council of Ministers of the USSR on 16 September 1971 (№ 684-200)9: The Ministry of the 

Medium-Machine Building (Sredmash) was named responsible for technical assistance in the 

project and for its construction with the introduction of the first unit at 1,000 MW in 1979; a special 

commission to study the region of Ignalina and Lake Druksai was established10. 

On 26 July 1980 the CC of the CPSU and Council of Ministers of the USSR adopted a secret 

decree about nuclear power in the USSR 11 with reference to the Brezhnev speech about the further 

development of nuclear power at the plenary session of the CC of the CPSU in November 1979. In 

this Decree are clearly marked the mission and goals of the Soviet Nuclear Program for the period 

from 1981 to 1985 and until 1990: to introduce NPPs with total capacity of 66.9 million kWt and 

increase to 100 million kWt before 1993.   

According to this decision the Ignalina Nuclear Power Plants (INPP) was among the nuclear plants 

with RMBK reactors to be constructed in the European part of the USSR as an integral part of the 

                                                      
 

9 The first archive indications about nuclear history of Lithuania in Gryva L. (1996) The construction of the Ignalina Power 

Plant and its Operation 1971-1988 (MA Thesis, Vilnius University); Čėsna, B. Davulienė, L. Aliulis K. (2004) Lithuania's 

Nuclear Past: A Historical Survey. Lithuanian Energy Institute. Some documents for this report were found due to these 

contributions. 

10 Lithuanian Special Archive (LYA), f. 1771 a. 247 b.147 p.3 

11 Lithuanian Special Archive (LYA), f. 1771 a. 257 b. 192 p. 29-34 
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Soviet Union’s North-West Unified Power System: in the Northern part - the Leningrad NPP, in the 

Eastern part - the Smolensk NPP, and in the Southern part - the Chernobyl NPP. 

Following the plan the first reactor of Ignalina NPP came on line in 1983. In the local media the 

start-up of Ignalina NPP was presented as part of the Soviet energy program to develop the energy 

capacities in the LSSR. During the year before the official launching the Soviet media covered this 

event as an iconographic development for the Soviet nuclear industry: “The reactor of the Ignalina 

NPP – a huge but extremely subtle construction. The Herculean heart of the Ignalina NPP has no 

equal on the Earth. Mankind has not yet created such a powerful nuclear reactor” (Sovetskaya 

Litva, 21/10/83:1). Even if in Lithuania as well as anywhere in the Soviet Union there were neither 

debates about nuclear safety nor the necessity of the civil nuclear developments; the increasing 

number of pro-nuclear articles could indicate public concern (Idzelis 1983).    

Several articles published in 1983 illustrated how the multinational working class and enterprises 

from various parts of the USSR contributed to the construction. The official start-up of the first 

reactor on 31 December 1984 was followed by an article “Born due to the Friendship” in the 

“Sovetskaya Litva” newspaper. It described the NPP construction as orchestrated from Moscow with 

Russian specialists from other NPP constructions – Obninsk, Chernobyl, and Kursk – to illustrate 

the Ignalina NPP as a part of the common Soviet nuclear network without any national character.  

But in reality the INPP was designed and engineered by central political and economic institutions 

of the secret Sredmash that involved in greater degree Russian specialists from Moscow and 

Leningrad: the Research and Development Institute for Energy Technology (Leningrad), Kurchatov 

Atomic Energy Institute (Moscow), and Research and Development Institute of Power Engineering 

(Moscow). The local inhabitants were engaged in unskilled labour. From this point of view the 

Ignalina nuclear project represented an attempt to centralize the Baltic republic by connecting it fully 

to the Soviet electricity grid, Soviet nuclear technology and a Russian-speaking working class. In 

addition the management of the Ignalina NPP was completely under Moscow’s control. Even after 

the Declaration of the Independence in March 1990 the Ignalina NPP remained under Soviet 

jurisdiction until August 1991 and was guarded by Soviet army troops and KGB operatives. 
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The lack of the influence of the Lithuanian authorities on civilian nuclear decision-making was partly 

compensated by scientific opposition to the Ignalina project during the 1970s and 1980s among 

Lithuanian specialists. From the very beginning a number of scientists from the Lithuanian Academy 

of Sciences were opposed to the project because of the very small amount of preliminary geological 

and environmental research. During the procedure of the selection of the site Russian scientific 

authorities limited the role of Lithuanian scientists.  

In correspondence with Sredmash the first Secretary of the Lithuanian CP, Sniečkus, formulated the 

question about the safety of the NPP planned in Lithuania. The Planning Committee responded with 

a report by Sredmash and the Ministry of Energy of 14 July 197212: the choice in favour of the Lake 

Druksai was reached for economic, geological and infrastructural (closer to the Leningrad NPP 

construction site) reasons.  Even if the Lithuanian government accepted this report, Sniečkus sent 

Gosplan, the State Planning Committee, remarks of the Geological Direction of the Council of 

Ministers of the LSSR and Lithuanian Geology Institute13 about the choice of the NPP site and 

necessity of additional geological study. Finally the decision about the INPP site, Lake Druksai, was 

adopted by the Council of Ministers of the USSR on 30 November 1972 (№2542-рс). 

The dispute between Lithuanian scientists and their counterparts in Moscow remained almost 

invisible at the political level of communication until two commissions were established. In 1976 the 

first commission of the Lithuanian Academy of Sciences revised Moscow’s ambitious plan to build a 

number of RBBK reactors in the European part of the USSR and concluded that this type of 

reactors was too dangerous to be constructed in densely populated areas (Dawson 1996, 36). 

These conclusions did not impact the on-going decision-making process.  

The second commission, a Commission of Atomic Energy attached to the presidium of the 

Academy of Sciences of the Lithuanian SSR headed by Algidras Zukauskas, dealt with the number 

of reactors to be constructed and environmental issues. Based on the opinion of Lithuanian 

scholars, this commission argued that cooling capacity of the Lake Druksai could sustain only 

2,500-3,000 MW (maximum of 2 reactors) of power in production and not 6,000 MW (4 reactors) as 

                                                      
 

12 Lithuanian Special Archive (LYA), f. 1771 a. 247 b.147 p.5-9 

13 Lithuanian Special Archive (LYA), f. 1771 a. 247 b.147 p.11-12 
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suggested by Moscow in 1982. The debates between the Lithuanian commission and the Russian 

Academy of Science in 1982-1983 ended with the decision to limit the Ignalina NPP’s installed 

capacity to three reactors (total of 4,500 MW) only in 1987.   

Lithuanian scientists questioned not only environmental issues, like the cooling capacity of Lake 

Druksai and the geological structure of the INPP site, but also Moscow’s decision itself to build the 

RMBK type reactors at Ignalina region (Dawson 1996:36). This duality of claims in the late 1970s 

concealed political reactions: the Lithuanian Academy of Science opposed nuclear power not only 

because of environmental issues but techno-political ones. Lithuanian scientists contested not only 

the siting of the NPP, and its layout but the necessity and safety of the nuclear technologies. This 

dispute also concerned a proposed method for underground storage of liquid radioactive waste. 

Lithuanian scientists opposed this method at INPP. In correspondence in 1978 between Sredmash 

and the Lithuanian Academy of Sciences via local Party institutions14 the Lithuanian scientists used 

a range of technical and social arguments to oppose it. A joint Commission established in 1977 

finally decided to abandon underground liquid waste storage.15    

Waste Disposal 

Dispute 

Lithuanian Academy of 

Sciences  
SredMash  

Lack of scientific 

evidence  

Very limited examples of the use 

of this method for nuclear waste 

(except in Dimitrovgrad). 

 

 

Contradictory scientific 

discussions during national 

conference in 1977 and lack of 

evident scientific conclusions.   

This method was in use in the 

USSR from 1968 in different 

domains and would contribute to 

international experience.  

 

Only scientific opinions were taken 

into account for decision-making; 

there was no place for non-

professional conclusions.  

Uncertainty/Risk High probability of groundwater 

pollution at the INPP nuclear site.  

Differences/variations in geological 

structure not taken into account.  

No NPP in the world ever used this 

method for liquid radioactive waste 

Additional geological study and 

investigation at the INPP site with 

Lithuanian specialists. 

                                                      
 

14 Lithuanian Special Archive (LYA), f. 1771 a. 255 b.236 p.2-12  

15 Expert interview with professor Jurgis Vilemas, 1st July 2016, Kaunas  
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disposal.  

Irreversibility  Once stored underground disposal 

liquid radioactive waste will be 

impossible to remove in case of 

accidents or seismic and other 

sub-surface geological activities.   

 

Rationale  Only the method of bituminization 

of waste was possible for use at 

INPP.   

 

 

The local population would oppose 

the underground method.  

The underground method could be 

more rational for usage with the 

adequate evaluation, calculation 

and control.  

 

It is necessary to inform the public 

with scientific data.   

  

Between the late 1970s and the end of the year 1980 the Ignalina NPP has emerged as a key 

aspect in relations between Lithuanian scientists and the Soviet Academy of Sciences in Moscow in 

the context of the weakness and powerlessness of Lithuanian political authorities. In this context the 

Ignalina NPP was presented as an environmental and technological controversy within the Soviet 

nuclear Program. This kind of institutional (but fragmented) mobilization became a platform for 

further anti-nuclear, environmental and nationalist discourses by the end of the 1980s. 

Event 1 The Start Up of the First Unit of the Ignalina NPP  

Who was involved? Soviet Media, general public, central and local political and 

scientific institutions  

When and where did it take place? Ignalina NPP, Lithuanian SSR, 31 December 1983 

What type of process was it 

(communication, consultation or 

participation)? How did this change 

over time? 

Communication to the general public. 

Claims of the Lithuanian Scientists in 1970s and 1980s 

about INNP siting, technology, and waste.     

What rationale was given by the 

party that implemented the 

engagement?  

Environmental, geological and techno-political arguments 

against the NPP construction  
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3.2. Event 2: The Chernobyl Nuclear Disaster on 26 April 

1986 and its disastrous consequences 

Institutional Actors: Central Committee of the Communist Party of the USSR (CPSU), Council of 

Minister of the USSR, Central Committee of the Lithuanian Communist Party (LCP), Council of 

Minister of the Lithuanian Soviet Socialist Republic (LSSR), Ministry of the Medium-Machine 

Building (Sredmash), Committee of Party Control.  

When the Chernobyl accident occurred, the Soviet nuclear network—comprised of industry, military, 

science, workers and the broader population—immediately faced the threat of a new, uncertain 

future of Chernobyl-type reactors that challenged the position of the Soviet leadership (see Ukraine 

SCR). 

Only in 1983, after a set of nuclear incidents and hazards of different degrees, did the government 

establish a government body to regulate nuclear safety the State Committee for Supervision of 

Safety in the Nuclear Power Industry16. The initial imbalance between reactor design and safety 

control in the Soviet nuclear industry is explained by the rapid growth of the civil nuclear power 

industry, the implementation of multiple technical, organizational, and administrative structures to 

ensure its operation and development, and by the lack of an adequate “safety culture.”  

The Chernobyl disaster in 1986 made this imbalance visible. Some scholars explain the lack of safe 

design as stemming from underdevelopment of Soviet concepts of design uncertainty and risk, 

accompanied by a strong commitment to technical and authoritative opinions: “Before Chernobyl, 

Soviet notions of nuclear risk had been technical, involving numbers and probabilities, while 

uncertainty was equated with incompetence or lack of experience” (Schmid 2004, 354).  

Potter (1990), in his report about Chernobyl’s impact on Soviet decision-making, emphasizes that 

Soviet responses to Chernobyl involved technical and political changes. The technical responses to 

nuclear safety included a set of engineering solutions aiming to make existing Soviet type reactors 

safer. In turn, the political responses saw organizational changes: the creation of the Soviet Ministry 

                                                      
 

16 From 1964-1979 several incidents occurred at the Beloyarsk NPP; from 1974-1975 at the Leningrad NPP; and in 1982, a 

generator explosion occurred at the Armenian NPP. 
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of Atomic Energy, which affected the future of existing Soviet type’s reactors. On 1st July 1987, the 

Soviet Council of Ministers and Central Committee of the CPSU had already decided to mothball 

the construction of planned Chernobyl type reactors17. Nevertheless, Soviet nuclear physicists and 

engineers continued to pressure for “inherently safe reactors” as advocates of the RBMK concept 

[Chernobyl type] continued to argue for its retention (Potter 1990, 78). Inherently safe reactor 

design became a sort of transnational techno-political concern, with much pressure from other 

countries also ensuing. International experts and politicians referred to this lack of safety culture as 

a condition to stop the export of Soviet designed reactors into Europe (Wellock 2013). 

In fact, Chernobyl disaster not only led to questions about the safety of Soviet nuclear technologies, 

but also created the condition for political claims in civil nuclear industry. The political authorities in 

Soviet Socialist Republics began to reconsider the techno-political aspects of the nuclear safety and 

the necessity of the national program to engage local expert opinions. In an appeal to the Soviet 

government “On the question of the Ignalina NPP” 18 the Central Committee of the Lithuanian CP 

and the Council of Ministers of the LSSR addressed major doubts and uncertainties about INPP. 

Reacting to this situation the Committee of Party Control on 20 April 1987 passed a resolution about 

serious violations on the side of Sredmash and the Ministry of Energy during the launch of the INPP 

and recognized serious flaws and errors in the planning and construction of Unit 1 at the INPP19. 

Finally, on 1 July 1987 Gorbachev, first Secretary of the Central Party Committee, and Ryzhkov, the 

chair of the Council of Ministers, acted to limit and correct some aspects of the Soviet nuclear 

program20. This reflected a level of the uncertainty among political leaders about the security and 

quality of the Soviet nuclear reactors after Chernobyl. 

  

                                                      
 

17 Lithuanian Special Archive (LYA), f. 1771 a. 270 b. 175 pp.17-28 

18 Lithuanian Special Archive (LYA), f. 1771 a. 269 b. 263 pp.16-19 

19 Lithuanian Special Archive (LYA), f. 1771 a. 270 b.177 pp.136 

20 Lithuanian Special Archive (LYA), f. 1771 a. 270 b. 175 pp.17-28 
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These decisions on the highest Party level illustrate the importance of taking into account local 

uncertainties articulated by the Lithuanian Academy of Sciences and moderated by the Lithuanian 

Central Committee of the 

Lithuanian CP / Council of 

Ministers of Lithuanian SSR 

Committee of Party Control CPSU Central Committee/ 

USSR Council of Ministers 

- To give more control on a 

republican level over the INPP 

and fewer functions to the 

central regulatory body 

(Sredmash); 

- To limit the INPP capacities to 

4.5 million Kwt for ecological, 

sanitary and health reasons; to 

reject economic justifications, 

as well; 

- To recognize several 

violations during the 

construction works on the part 

of Sredmash, a potentially high 

risk situation; 

- Recognition that the system 

of accident containment has a 

number of flaws and the first 

experiments has shown its 

insecurity; 

- Lack of exact information 

about levels of radioactive 

emissions into the atmosphere; 

- To organize a system of 

automatic control of the 

radioactive situation on the 

NPP site and its zone, 

independent from the 

Sredmash, coordinated  by 

Lithuanian Academy of 

Sciences. 

 

-Errors in design; 

-Unjustified reduction in start-

up complex; 

- A large number of defects; 

- Poor training of operating 

personnel on the first power 

unit; 

- Over three years 115 

emergency stops and forced 

unloading of the reactor, 12 

fires and elevated emissions of 

radioactive materials into the 

atmosphere. 

- Finalize in 1987-1988 projects 

of power units with VVER-1000 

reactors, providing additional 

technical security improvement 

measures; 

- Authorize Sredmash and the 

Ministry of Atomic Energy to 

pursue the construction and 

preliminary work on the 11 NPP 

with VVER reactors; 

- Elaborate criteria for the 

choice of the NPP siting; 

- Mothball NPPs near Minsk 

and Odessa, abandon the 

construction of NPPs in 

Azerbaijan, Georgia, Moldova 

and the second Chernobyl 

NPP, the 4th reactor at Ignalina 

NPP and 5th reactor at 

Beloyarsk NPP. 

- Complete the construction of 

the third stage on the Kursk 

NPP (5 ,6 Units), Smolensk 

NPP (3,4 Units) and Ignalina 

NNP (3 Unit) with RMBK 

reactors. 
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Communist Party. In addition this kind of reaction can be considered as the Chernobyl effect on 

nuclear decision-making where the promoters of nuclear energy intend to keep the Soviet nuclear 

program moving while local receptors on the republic level are trying to influence this decision 

making and to limit nuclear power. This is more or less a common trend in centre-periphery 

relations in the civil nuclear industry during this period, namely with the Byelorussian SSR, 

Ukrainian SSR and Armenian SSR (see Belarus and Ukraine Short Country Reports). 

Event 2 The Chernobyl Nuclear disaster on 26 April 1986 

Who was involved? Central and local political institutions  

When and where did it take place? Ukraine, 26 of April 1986 

What type of process was it 
(communication, consultation or 
participation)? How did this change 
over time? 

Contestation. Attempts of Participation. The Chernobyl 
Nuclear disaster opened a window of political opportunity 
for Soviet Socialist Republics, the possibility to contest and 
to question certain central governmental decisions given 
the high degree of uncertainty about the future of the 
Soviet nuclear energy program. In the Lithuanian case the 
engagement took form of the participation, not public 
during this time period, but with clear arguments against 
the central decision-making and with certain impact on it.   

What rationale was given by the 
party that implemented the 
engagement?  

After the Chernobyl nuclear disaster the safety of the 
Soviet reactors must be reconsidered and regulatory 
regime transferred to local control. Shift from 
environmental and technological argumentation of the 
1970s –1980s to the political claims.  

 

3.3. Event 3: “The Ring of Life”, 16-18 September 1988 

Institutional Actors: environmental group, Žemyna, movement for Reforms, Sąjūdis, Academy of 

Science, Visaginas population, media - Tiesa, Komjaunimo tiesa, Atgiminas. 

After the pressure of the Lithuanian scientists, anti-nuclear claims continued to obtain new forms, 

actors and institutions during the period of the perestroika. The Ignalina NPP became the national 

issue deployed by environmental groups such as Žemyna, and by the movement for Reforms, 

Sąjūdis. The Ignalina issue was nationalized; control of INPP remained central to discussions of 

environment and independence.  

During perestroika, environmental issues served as the basis for the development of informal or 

amateur organizations orchestrated by the new politics of glasnost. In the LSSR these 



 
  
 
 
 
 

32 

Lithuania - Short Country Report  

July 2018 

 

organizations emerged focusing on issues of national language and culture, historical heritage 

protection as well as on the environment and ecology. Named as Goddess of the Earth, the club 

Žemyna was among them. It was one of the first associations to appear in Lithuania in 1987 and 

originated from the networking of intellectuals concerned by environmental issues. For a long time 

supported and sheltered by the Academy of Science and officially registered in December 1987 

under the auspices of the Lithuanian Komsomol (Communist Youth League), this group questioned 

the safety and environmental impact of the Ignalina NPP functioning as priority for collective action 

such as public media campaigns and public forums. During 1988 Žemyna organized a powerful 

media campaign with the publications of the physicist of the Academy of Science, Zigmas Vaišvila, 

in the local press - Komjaunimo tiesa - and the independent press – Atgiminas. This media 

campaign in the conditions of Soviet censorship covered environmental and safety issues of the 

INPP after Chernobyl and the possible consequences of the construction of thethird reactor; and 

was followed by public forums – open meetings and round tables on Ignalina issues – organized in 

March and April 1988.  

The Lithuanian government replied by organizing a round table at Ignalina in March 1988 to focus 

on the safety issue of the RBMK reactors after the Chernobyl disaster. Namely during this meeting 

the decision to cancel the fourth reactor at Ignalina was announced (Tiesa, 24.03.88). On 5-12 April 

1988, Žemyna organized a meeting at the Lithuanian Academy of Sciences entitled “What we know 

about Ignalina NPP?” with the participation of government representatives. As a result a collective 

letter with 5,000 signatures about the 3rd reactor at Ignalina NPP was sent to the Council of 

Ministers of the USSR.  

Due to the Žemyna information campaign, the Ignalina issue became a national political concern. 

The leaders of the Lithuania CP uttered anti-Ignalina discourse and during the XIXth Communist 

Party Conference in Moscow announced this concern as a reason to suspend the construction of 

the 3rd reactor until the project was officially approved by the Lithuanian government. During the 

official meetings of the Lithuanian delegates with the masses on 8 July 1988, in the Opera Theatre 

and on 9 July in Vingis Park the official position of the Lithuanian CP was declared along with other 

questions about national language and sovereignty (Sovetskaya Litva, 9.07; 12.07.1988). This 

significant change in the official rhetoric reveals not only the change in the political agenda but also 
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the transformation of the environmental and anti-nuclear issue into political and nationalist ones. 

INPP was associated now with the claim for the independence of Lithuania: “The dictatorship of the 

central government body continues, we must increase the independence of the republic” (Ozolas, 

Sovetskaya Litva, 12.07.1988, 3).  

The shift from environmental to political arguments would not have been possible without national 

mobilization under the auspices of Sąjūdis – the Movement for Perestroika or Lithuanian Reform 

Movement. Organized in 1988 Sąjūdis followed the trajectory from a local initiative in favour of 

perestroika to the National Front and elections to the Supreme Council of the Lithuanian SSR in 

1990. During the summer of 1988 starting from organizational meetings in Vilnius on 3 June and in 

Kaunas on 10 July and finishing with 100,000 participants a meeting in Vilnius, Sąjūdis had 

definitely framed national political agenda: national language and symbols, historical heritage, 

environmental issues of the Ignalina NPP and elections to the Supreme Council.  

 On September 16 and 18 Sąjūdis organized a “Ring of Life” rally around the Ignalina demanding an 

end to the construction of unit 3, to temporarily close down units 1 and 2, and to organize an 

international commission about the safety of INPP. It was one of the turning events in the anti-

nuclear campaign of the Sąjūdis and mobilized thousands of people (between 20,000 and 100,000 

participants according to different estimates) without any local administrative support. On the 

contrary the Lithuanian authorities aimed to avoid the rally: Sakalauskas, the Chairman of the 

Council of Ministers of the LSSR, invited the organizers of the rally to a meeting where he 

suggested cancelling the event (Ашмантас 1996, 22). Nevertheless on 8 September 1988 the 

appeal was distributed in the local press and continued to link the anti-nuclear rhetoric of the 

scientific community with nationalist political claims of independence.  

“Ring of Life”, Sąjūdis rhetoric 

• invite an international commission of experts to test the reliability of INPP 

• the alarming situation at INPP and around it. The first two RBMK reactors are 

technologically obsolete, power plant personnel are not able to ensure the stable and 

secure operation of INPP. Since 1987, 32 unplanned stops occurred and 3 fires in the 

last 2 months. 

 

• the INPP is located in a geologically unsafe and under-investigated area. Despite public 
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protests, and the government of Lithuania requirements to mothball the 3rd Unit, the 

central authorities continue the construction. 

 

• demand to stop the construction of the 3rd Unit and temporarily halt the 1st and 2nd units 

until they have been approved by international examination. 

 

• 287,000 Lithuanian citizens signed  an appeal to Mikhail Gorbachev, as well as to the UN 

General Secretary and the President of the International Atomic Energy Agency.  

 

After the Ring of Life Meeting on 22 October 1988, Sąjūdis has adopted its main documents, 

political program, statute and resolutions. Zigmas Vaišvila, member of Sąjūdis, discussed the 

Ignalina issue among a number of major environmental issues linked to industry and introduced the 

rhetoric of Lithuania as a nuclear-free territory which was a major part of the Sąjūdis political 

program (Atgiminas 4.11.1988). A nuclear-free territory was a strong political claim common to other 

Soviet Socialist Republics, their nationalist claims, and demands to withdraw nuclear weapons from 

their territory. Sąjūdis demanded that INPP must be transferred to the control of Lithuanian 

authorities because it represented a threat to the political future of Lithuania as an independent 

republic.  

INPP was also the focus of green rhetoric in the first environmental local initiatives and groups at 

the end of the 1980s. On 1st May 1989 the First Congress of the Lithuanian Greens took place, and 

on June 15 the General Assembly of the Green Party of Lithuania published the slogan: 

“independent, ecologically pure and healthy, demilitarized and neutral Lithuania”. On 26 November 

1989 the Green Party of Lithuania organized a rally called “Chernobyl is our pain and the last 

warning” where the anti-nuclear discourse concerned environmental issues of INPP. By the 

beginning of the 1990 INPP had been dissolved into general environmental issues.   

The experience of the Lithuanian environmental groups and movements shows how the 

environmental claims of the perestroika period were translated into (post)colonial and political 

claims by the end of the 1980s that Russian rulers in Moscow were systematically destroying their 

economies, cultures, and natural resources. During the Conference on Security and Cooperation in 

Europe (CSCE) in 1989 the Lithuanian Greens distributed a document with the clear political 

message against Moscow’s control over industrial and natural resources that had turned the 



 
  
 
 
 
 

35 

Lithuania - Short Country Report  

July 2018 

 

republic into “a colonial industrial dump site producing goods and services far beyond the needs of 

its own inhabitants” (Peterson 1993, 215). 

After the cancellation of the 3rd and 4th reactors and the separation between political and 

environmental issues, the importance to this discourse of the INPP decreased. Sąjūdis won 

elections in 1990, the new political period started with the re-establishment of the independence of 

Lithuania on 11 March and control over the Ignalina NPP was transferred to Lithuania in August 

1991.  

Event 3 Rally “The Ring of Life” 

Who was involved? New environmental groups, political movements, 

population.   

When and where did it take place? Ignalina Nuclear Power Plant 16-18 September 1988   

What type of process was it 

(communication, consultation or 

participation)? How did this change 

over time? 

Participatory form of engagement.  

Became possible due to perestroika, glasnost, and the 

emergence of new social organizations. Started by a post-

Chernobyl political appeal to the central government, the 

social mobilization before, during and after the Ring of Life 

emphasizes the social attitudes to the INPP as a part of 

the Soviet nuclear program and links the INPP with the 

political and nationalist claims.    

What rationale was given by the 

party that implemented the 

engagement?  

Under Soviet rule the INPP was not properly constructed 

nor managed in an appropriate safety regime and must 

been transferred from central control of Sredmash under 

Lithuanian control.   

 

3.4. Event 4: The Decommission of the First Nuclear Unit 

of the Ignalina NPP on 31 December 2004 

Institutional Actors: Atomic Regulatory Agency VATESI, European Union authorities, Lithuanian 

Government, Lithuanian Parliament, Committee on Security of the Ignalina nuclear power plant. 

  

Moscow naturally reacted to Lithuanian independence with anger followed by a fuel blockade. In 

addition, it ordered one reactor of the INPP shutdown for technical reasons to increase energy 

pressure. The Lithuanian authorities discovered their vulnerability in political independence from 
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Moscow was energy dependence on Moscow. The Ignalina NPP from this moment became part of 

the new Lithuanian political strategy: a project of expanding the capacity of INPP was discussed 

with the support of anti-nuclear activists. Dawson (1996) points out that some nuclear activists had 

not only forgotten about their anti-Ignalina claim after elections but had spoken out about the 

expansion. From 1990 to 1993 a special parliamentary commission discussed this question. Under 

pressure from Scandinavian countries and with the grant of the European Bank for Reconstruction 

and Development (EBRD) the Ignalina NPP was technically upgraded several times on the 

condition that the reactors’ lifetimes could not be extended (Almenas, Kaliatka and Uspuras 1998).  

From 1997 the Lithuanian government started negotiations for EU admission. The Ignalina case 

here emerged as an energy and political issue. The Ignalina nuclear power plant generated from 

76% to 86% of Lithuania’s electricity production, but Lithuania had an obligation to the EU to close 

this nuclear power plant by 2009. This admission condition transformed Lithuanian energy policy 

from its reorientation on supply dependency to proactive domestic and external diversification21.    

Balmaceda (2014) analyses the post-Soviet transformation of the Lithuanian energy policy in the 

context of the asymmetrical interdependence from Russian energy supplies and outlines four 

transformation periods: from independence to 1996; from 1996 to 2004; from 2004 to 2006; from 

2006 to the present. INPP was crucial in this transformation. During the first decade of 

independence the nationalized nuclear energy sector was a reliable source of energy during 

unstable political relations with the Kremlin.  In the period from 1997 to 2004 the nuclear energy 

issue was framed as a non-negotiable condition for EU accession and decommissioning became 

part of the National Energy Strategy in 2002.  

                                                      
 

21 «Nuclear power and fossil fuels dominate the Lithuanian energy mix. The share of natural gas in the national balance of 

primary energy resources constituted 28.4% in 2005, while the share of petroleum products constituted 30.8% in 2005. The 

Ignalina nuclear power plant generated from 76% to 86% of the total electricity production in the past, but Lithuania has an 

obligation to the EU to close this nuclear power plant by 2009. Currently, renewable energy sources generate little energy in 

Lithuania. In 2005 8.7%, of energy was generated by renewable energy sources, and this number is expected to reach 12% 

by 2010”. (Watch №4, EU 25/27, 139) 
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In the beginning of the 1990s anti-nuclear claims were removed from public debates and “nuclear 

power changed from being seen as a personification of Soviet imperial control over Lithuania, to 

being seen as a guarantee of the country’s independence” (Balmaceda 2014, 218). In the later 

stages, after EU admission, the Lithuanian government tried revoke the decision to close the 

second Ignalina reactor arguing that its closure would increase dependency on Russian gas 

supplies and damage the economy – an “impossible burden for consumers and the country’s 

economy” (Balmaceda 2014, 244).    

The shutdown of Ignalina NPP in Lithuania was an inevitable and irrevocable decision: neither 

technology nor political arguments held force against shutdown, and the possibility of updating the 

station was rejected on economic and scientific grounds. Shevaldin, Director of the INPP during the 

period of negotiations about INPP decommission, indicated that after several upgrading technical 

projects the INPP became an object of political bargaining: “when negotiations on Lithuania's 

accession to the EU began western politicians have established strict conditions - early closure of 

the first and second Units: until 2005 to close the first Unit, by 2010 - the second. That's all that 

Lithuania was able to bargain in exchange for EU memberships. If you do not accept, then you do 

not participate in further negotiations”22. 

In 1992 the Committee on Security of the Ignalina nuclear power plant, which included Lithuanian 

specialists and foreign experts, officially convened. One of the Committee members said: ”We 

declared that after the introduction of additional safety systems of the second reactor, the station 

corresponds to the safety requirements. But everyone already knows, especially all the foreign 

members, they had some instructions that a political decision has been taken and the technical 

issue here is not a point. Nobody asked us – ‘you are the experts, what do you think, should we, 

politicians, change everything’ - this kind of question was not formulated”23. 

Nevertheless, Lithuania managed to get some concessions for this political inevitability by keeping 

the station open as long as possible. First of all, according to project documentation Ignalina NPP 

the reactor fuel channels were to be replaced every 15 years, with the first replacement in 1998. But 

                                                      
 

22 The interview with Viktor Shevaldin, former INPP Director, 04.05.16, Visaginas. 

23 The interview with Yurgis Vilemas, 08.07.13, Kaunas. 
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Lithuanian authorities managed to push the shutdown schedule of the Ignalina nuclear power plant 

to 2004 and 2009, respectively. Among the countries mentioned in the EU Nuclear Decommission 

Assistance Program Lithuania was the last one to close its NPP.  
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Event 4 
The Decommission of the First Nuclear Unit of the 

Ignalina NPP   

Who was involved? Political Institutions in Lithuania and EU, Atomic 

Regulatory Agencies, experts and political leaders  

When and where did it take place? Ignalina Nuclear Power Plant, 31 December 2004 

What type of process was it 

(communication, consultation or 

participation)? How did this change 

over time? 

Participation.  

The requirement that INPP be closed to secure EU 

admission permitted a form of engagement where the local 

experts were involved in the processes of evaluation and 

decision-making. Nevertheless, a political choice was 

valued over any technical one, for example, an upgrade of 

the RMBK reactors.     

What rationale was given by the 

party that implemented the 

engagement?  

Existing Soviet reactors could not be technically upgraded 

to the necessary safety level, nor was it economically 

feasible.  

 

3.5. Event 5: The National Referendum about new NPP 

construction in 2012 

Actors: Sociological Centre “Vilmorus”, Lithuanian Government, Lithuanian Parliament, Lithuanian 

Green Movement, population, Lithuanian Electricity Organization” (LEO LT) 

 

Before decommissioning of the second unit, on 12 October 2008, a referendum on its closure was 

held in Lithuania, where 88.7% were against the shutdown. However, the referendum had no legal 

ramifications because of insufficient voter turnout (47.6%). But its political meaning was unclear. 

Beginning with the collection of signatures for referendum in February 2008 this initiative was 

replaced by a consultative referendum i.e. its results were non-binding (Mažylis, Jurgelionytė 2012).  

Why did the Lithuanian authorities take such a step in the context of irreversibility of the political 

decision to close the Ignalina NPP? The reasons and explanations may be found within the internal 

political games between contesting political forces, the conservatives and social democrats, or in 

the area of democratic practices and procedures, where the Lithuanian authorities wanted either to 

demonstrate the vitality of democratic decision-making or to show the EU the value of the people’s 

choice. Therefore, holding this referendum posed as an attempt to turn back the process of political 

irreversibility by utilising democratic procedures. Such a strategic game in the context of technology 
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and democracy could be a winning one in 2008 except for the insufficient turnout, and may have 

been successful in moderating the accession deal with the EU. 

Political conditions changed by 2012 when another referendum was held on the construction of a 

proposed station. According to the National Energy Strategy accepted in 2007, the construction of 

the new NPP jointly with Latvia and Poland was among the energy priorities on the way to the 

energy independence. The Law on the Nuclear Power Plant passed through the Parliament in 2007 

provided the creation of the energy holding company “Lithuanian Electricity Organization” (LEO LT) 

comprising regional energy distributors and companies. This holding company supported by the 

acting Lithuanian government, was responsible for the implementation of energy projects, including 

the new NPP construction. After the elections in 2009 the new parliament dissolved the company – 

after conviction of its Directors in the Constitutional Court of attempts to acquire a monopoly on the 

energy market.       

A few months after the Fukushima accident, in July 2011, the Lithuanian government announced 

that Hitachi GE Nuclear Energy would be the strategic partner and investor of a new Visaginas NPP 

that would use the infrastructure of the Ignalina NPP as its foundation. While this decision marked 

less continuity with Western technologies (of Europe and the US), it also marked a rupture with 

Russian technologies previously central to Lithuanian development since the 1950s, (not only in the 

nuclear power industry). Nevertheless this announcement came in the active period of post-

Fukushima debates, with intense social mobilization and sharply divided public opinions pressuring 

the Lithuanian government to hold the referendum.   

In October 2012 referendum, the Lithuanian people rejected the planned construction of a nuclear 

power plant at Visaginas. The referendum occurred in conjunction with legislative elections; the 

results marked a change of political attitudes from conservative to social-democratic orientations, 

and also indicated the impact of the nuclear issue on the political process.  
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Campaign/Surveys  Pro-nuclear Attitudes  Anti-nuclear Attitudes  

Public opinion surveys, Ignalina NPP 

region, 1989 

“If we suppose that the INPP pass over 

to Lithuanian control. What would be its 

future?” 

 

63% 

 

28% 

“Vilmorus”, 1998  

“What is your opinion about the future of 

the INPP?” 

 

80% 

 

9% 

“Vilmorus”, 1999  

“Do you agree or disagree with the 

proposal of the international authorities 

to close the Ignalina nuclear power 

plant earlier than has been foreseen?” 

 

65% 

 

13% 

“Vilmorus”, 2002 

Do you agree or disagree that Lithuania 

should retain a nuclear energy use for 

maintaining the State? 

 

62% 

 

18% 

“Vilmorus”, 2008 

Will you participate in the referendum 

on the Ignalina nuclear power plant 

extension? 

If you participate in the referendum what 

will be your choice? 

 

62% 

 

 

94% 

 

15% 

 

 

3%  

“Rinova”, 2007-2009 

Is a referendum necessary for 

considering new nuclear power plants in 

Lithuania? 

Attitudes towards the construction of a 

new modern reactor, % 

 

 

48.2% 

 

 

Totally in favour 29.8% 

Fairly in favour 19.4% 

 

30.1% 

 

 

Totally opposed 12.2 

Fairly opposed 8.7 

Referendum 2008, turnout 44,8% 

"I approve the extension of operation of 

the Ignalina Nuclear Power Plant for a 

technically safe period, but not longer 

than completion of the construction of a 

new nuclear power plant." 

 

88.7% 

 

8.3% 

Referendum 2012, turnout 52,6% 

Do you agree with the new nuclear 

power plant in the Republic of 

Lithuania? 

 

35,2% 

 

64,7% 
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After the shutdown of Ignalina NPP, anti-nuclear activism declined, but after Fukushima it renewed 

and developed new forms with a transnational character.  For example anti-nuclear protests in 

Vilnius on 26 April 2011 by the Lithuanian Green Movement framed new techno-political claims that 

the nuclear safety issue reflected not a national NPP project but a regional one, specifically to the 

Baltic NPP in the nearby Russian Kaliningrad region and the Ostrovets NPP in Belarus. The anti-

nuclear claims are in the same row with the contentious narrative of the Lithuanian Green Party, 

Russian Ecodefense and Belarusian Ecohome, which organized a set of common protest actions. 

This transnational form of protest has been effective and made the referendum possible. 

Event 5 
The National Referendum about new NPP 

construction 

Who was involved? Population, political leaders, social movements  

When and where did it take place? 14 October 2012  

What type of process was it 

(communication, consultation or 

participation)? How did this change 

over time? 

Participation. This is the second attempt to conduct a 

referendum about civilian nuclear power in Lithuania. The 

first one in 2008 failed to be binding because of insufficient 

turnout. The second in 2012 showed that anti-nuclear 

forces had the upper hand. Nevertheless to understand 

properly the social nuclear attitudes these results must be 

seen within the context of public opinion surveys.  

The future of the new NPP project remains unclear.    

What rationale was given by the 

party that implemented the 

engagement?  

The impact of the decision-making and new democratic 

institutions on the public attitudes to the nuclear power.   
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4. Facts & Figures 

The purpose of this section is to give an overview of nuclear power in Lithuania. This section 

contains such data as number of reactors, reactors’ locations, technical and chronological details of 

reactors’ construction as well as statistics on electricity production, periodization and social 

connections to nuclear constructions. This data can be used as a supportive material to the 

following sections of the country report and in order to understand the overall country’s situation. 

Key dates and abbreviations used in this report are presented in the beginning of this section. 

4.1. Data summary 

• Lithuania had one nuclear power plant, Ignalina NPP, with two operating reactors of RBMK 

type – similar to reactors at the Chernobyl NPP in Ukraine. 

• By joining the EU, Lithuania had to close its two reactors in 2004 and 2009 respectively. 

• The last reactor Ignalina 2 produced 70% of country's electricity. 

• Lithuania was exporting its electricity before the shutdown of the NPP and after the 

shutdown it became highly energy-dependent on Russia. 

• There were large political and social uncertainties about the INPP shutdown. 

• A new nuclear plant is planned with cooperation between Baltic States. 

4.2. Key dates and abbreviations 

Key dates:  

1970’s  Soviet plans to construct NPPs with RMBK reactors in European USSR in 

order to integrate European part to the Soviet North-West unified power 

system 

1975 -1987 Building of the Ignalina NPP  

1980’s Scientific protests against Ignalina NPP 

1983 After several serious accidents the State Committee for Supervision of Safety 

in Nuclear Power Industry was finally founded in the USSR 

1983 Ignalina 1 was launched 

1985 Start of construction of the third nuclear reactor at Ignalina NPP 

1986 The Chernobyl nuclear disaster occurs on 26 April 

1986 Following the Chernobyl accident the project of the third nuclear reactor was 
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cancelled and later the plant was demolished  

1989 The Soviet Council of Ministers gives decision to stop construction of four 

planned RBMK reactors 

1991 Lithuania got ownership of Ignalina NPP 

1994 Nuclear Safety Account (under EBRD) gives grant of $36.8 million to Lithuania 

for Ignalina NPP's safety improvement program 

2001 The Ministry of Economy founds The Radioactive Waste Management Agency 

(RATA) 

2004 The first unit of Ignalina NPP was shut down by EU requirements 

2004 Lithuania joins EU 

2006 EU's Eurobarometer survey conducted that 69% of responded residents were 

sure that it was possible to operate NPP safely  

2007 Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia and Poland agreed upon building a new NPP at 

Ignalina NPP site named Visaginas NPP  

2008 Visaginas Nuclear Energy (VAE) was established to operate the new NPP  

2009 Full decommissioning of Ignalina NPP, the second unit was shut down 

2009 Survey by VATESI of 1,000 residents showed that 73% were sure that it was 

possible to operates NPP safely 

2010 Russia starts to build Baltic NPP in Kaliningrad with two VVER-1200 units  

2012 Public referendum on new nuclear capacity - 63% voted against  

2012 Nuclear fuel from unit 2 of Ignalina NPP was unloaded 

2013 Belarus started to build a VVER-1200 nuclear plant in Ostrovets district near 

the border with Lithuania 
 

Abbreviations: 

EBRD European Bank for Reconstruction and Development 

IAE Plant operator and supplier of energy to national company Lietuvos Energija 

(Ignalinos Atominé Elektriné) 

IAEA International Atomic Energy Agency  

MWe Megawatt electrical 

NPP Nuclear power plant 

RATA Radioactive Waste Management Agency 
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RBMK High-power channel reactor - Chernobyl type (reaktor bolshoy moshchnosty 

kanalny) 

VAE Visaginas Nuclear Energy (Visagino Atominė Elektrinė) 

VATESI Lithuania's State Nuclear Power Safety Inspectorate 

WNA World Nuclear Association 

 

4.3. Map of nuclear power plants 

Figure 1 presents the map of nuclear reactors in Lithuania. 

 

Figure 1 – Nuclear power plants in Lithuania 

The Ignalina NPP (INPP) is located in the north-eastern part of Lithuania, bordering with Belarus 

and Latvia. INPP consists of two RBMK rectors that came on line in December 1983 and August 

1987. The Soviet-designed RBMK-1500 reactors at INPP differ from the RBMK-1000 reactors 

launched in Russia and Ukraine under Soviet rule by nominal power capacity and by an improved 

safety system, an Accident Localization System (ALS). In 1993, INPP provided 88.1% of Lithuania’s 

electricity, in 1996 and 1997 - 85.8% and 81.3% respectively. 
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The plant is situated on the southern shore of Lake Druksiai, almost 40 km from the town of 

Ignalina, initially the nearest village before Visaginas was constructed. Visaginas (Sniečkus was the 

town’s first name) is a closed city (atomgrad), the home of INPP personnel, and is 6 km from the 

plant with the population of about 32,438 people. Vilnius, Lithuanian capital, is about 130 km away 

with a population of 545,000 people. Daugavpils is the nearest Latvian town, 30 km away, with a 

population of about 125,000 people.  

The density of the population in 2001 before the decommissioning of the first reactor within the 15 

km was 14.4 persons/m2 excluding Visaginas and 63.1 people/km2 including Visaginas. INPP uses 

Lake Druksiai as a natural reservoir for cooling water. The INPP was originally planned and 

constructed not only for the needs of the Lithuanian Soviet Socialist Republic, but also to meet the 

needs of the Baltic region and Soviet Belarus. Initially 4 unites were planned at INPP. The 

construction of the third unit had reached 50% completion in 1989, but was cancelled under the 

pressure of the scientific community and public. After the collapse of the USSR, the Independent 

Republic of Lithuania took over responsibility for control, operating and regulating the world’s 

largest RBMK. INPP had a key role in the vitality of the economic, industrial and energy systems of 

Lithuania during the Soviet period and the post-Soviet period of independence. 

During Lithuanian negotiations with EU authorities in October 1999, the Seimas or Lithuanian 

Parliament decided to decommission Unit 1 of INPP in 2004 (before 2005). The Lithuanian 

government in February 2001 approved a Program for Decommissioning Unit 1. Unit 2 was closed 

in 2009 within the National Energy Strategy that had been approved in October 2002. At present, 

the INPP is undergoing decommissioning according to the Final Decommissioning Plan with last 

amendments in 2014. According to the FDP the end stage of the decommissioning will be by 2038 

with a so-called brown field “to arrange power plant's environment in a proper way so that it would 

be possible to rehabilitate its territory and develop economic activity preserving buildings and 

infrastructure that can be used” (FDP).  
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4.4. List of reactors and technical, chronological details 

The tables below show a summary of the list of reactors, suppliers, operators as well as date 

details. 

Table 1 - List of reactors in Lithuania 

No
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1 Ignalina-1 IAE USSR RBMK 1380 1185 1978 1983 2004 closed 

2 Ignalina-2 IAE USSR RBMK 1380 1185 - 1987 2009 closed 

3 Ignalina-3 - USSR - - - 1985 - 1986 
demolishe

d 

4 
Visaginas

-1 
VA
E 

Hitach
i 

ABW
R 

1350 - ? ? - planned 

5 
Visaginas

-2 
VA
E 

- - 1350 - - - - planned 

Sources:IAEA. “Lithuania”. 2016. 

https://www.iaea.org/PRIS/CountryStatistics/CountryDetails.aspx?current=LT 

WNA. “Nuclear power in Lithuania.” 2016. http://www.world-nuclear.org/information-

library/country-profiles/countries-g-n/lithuania.aspx 

  

http://www.world-nuclear.org/information-library/country-profiles/countries-g-n/lithuania.aspx
http://www.world-nuclear.org/information-library/country-profiles/countries-g-n/lithuania.aspx
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Data on electricity production 

 

Figure 2 – Electricity production in Lithuania in 1992-2000, TWh (Zakaria 2001) 

 

Figure 3 – Structure of electricity generation during year 2000 (Zakaria 2001) 
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