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Chapter 16 – Section 2
People and Their Environment - Russia

Narrator: At Chernobyl, the night shift has just come on duty. It’s only a skeleton crew but they will now be responsible for conducting the safety test aborted earlier in the day. Toptunoff has removed enough rods to increase output levels from reactor number four, but it’s still only 7 percent of output, well short of the minimum 20 percent required to carry out the safety test. They need to raise more rods, but to do so they must disable the automatic shutdown mechanism designed to prevent the reactor going into meltdown. Toptunoff is very worried and says it’s too dangerous, anxious to carry out the test as ordered, Theatloff switches off the automatic override himself. The reactor seems to be stabilizing, but only at 12 percent of its output. There is still not enough power for the test to be carried out correctly. Theatloff demands that they must start the test. He orders Toptunoff to begin manually raising the rods. Power now begins to rise dramatically. The core overheats like a radioactive volcano. Toptunoff is frightened by the readings on the instruments and the growing instability. Thirty-six seconds after the beginning of the test Akimov presses the emergency panic button for immediate shutdown of the reactor, but it’s too late. There is not enough time to stop the chain reaction. In four seconds it reaches 100 times normal power level. Akimov cuts the electricity so that the rods fall into the core under their own weight, but the reactor core is now so hot that it’s distorted and the rods can no longer move freely, instead they are stuck and aggravating the reactor even more. Twenty seconds later the roof blows off reactor number four. Five seconds later the core erupts and scatters 50 tons of nuclear fuel, graphite and debris up to three kilometers away. The radiation released is 10 times greater than an atomic bomb.
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