
EY2010 Journalist Award  
DENMARK 

 

Winner print/online 
Steffen Stubager 
Article title: "En atombys nedsmeltning" (“The meltdown of 

a nuclear city”) 

Published in: Indblik, 17/01/2010 

Steffen Stubager is a 23 year old student at the Danish School of Journalism. Previously 
he has worked for one and a half years as an Intern at the Danish daily Morgenavisen 
Jyllands-Posten, and also at the public organisation Region Syddanmark.  
  
Currently Stubager is on sabbatical from journalism school in order to travel the world 
and write articles of varied topics. During these travels he has worked for a short period 
with the national Ghanaian newspaper, The Daily Graphic. 
  
Stubager’s articles have been published in Morgenavisen Jyllands-Posten, Politiken, 
Århus Stiftstidende, JydskeVestkysten, various smaller magazines, and most recently in 
the Daily Graphic (Ghana) and The Sunday Island (Sri Lanka). 
 



 



 



 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Translation 

 

The meltdown of a nuclear city 

Closure: What do 30,000 people in a city, which only exists because of a nuclear power 
plant, do when the plant closes? Indblik went to the Lithuanian city of Visaginas, where 
one of the world’s largest nuclear power plants was closed on New Year’s Eve, to find 
out. 

VISAGINAS, LITHUANIA 

In the square of the Lithuanian city of Visaginas the atmosphere did not reflect the usual 
high spirits of New Year.  

A few rockets whizzed through the air above the snow-covered square, but with long 
gaps between explosions. Groups of police officers stood at the ready with their 
truncheons and Alsatians to break up any riots, but they never had anything to do. And 
the city’s inhabitants were not thronging the square as they had done for three decades, 
but standing in clusters here and there, looking at the black New Year’s sky, the 
illuminated Christmas tree in the centre of the square and each other in silence. No, 
there was nothing to celebrate on New Year's Eve in Visaginas after Lithuania’s nuclear 
power plant was closed down as a condition of the country’s EU membership, therefore 
removing any reason for the city’s existence. 

“In fact it is the worst day in Visaginas’ history,” said one of those in attendance, the 
young Kristina Mitkinych, who was visiting her parents in the city where she grew up. 
She has realised that her future lies beyond Visaginas, and is currently studying outdoor 
life in Norway. 

It was a gesture for the city's future when, one hour after New Year, a man with a neat 
beard and a Russian cap dipped a short resin torch in fuel and lit it with his lighter. The 
torch flared up and Visaginas' inhabitants teemed and trudged into the city centre from 
all corners and adjacent alleyways, from the forest and from tower blocks, and the 
clusters of people pushed together to form an assembled mass. To cry together, to recall 
a lost time and to hope for a future for their city. The man with the torch lit a briquette 
under a paper lantern which his wife and children held for him. The family let the heat fill 
the lantern, released it and let it float up. Then, in unison, the citizens of Visaginas 
released many “lanterns of hope” into the sky for a better future for their city. 

A model city 

The history of the city and the power plant began as a Communist dream in 1975. To be 
strong, great and proud, as well as an auto producer of nuclear energy. To be the Soviet 
Union! Ignalina’s nuclear power plant was to be the largest in the world – like Chernobyl, 
but larger, and to produce electricity for the whole of the western portion of the Soviet 
Union. To cool the reactors, the planners located the plant next to Lithuania’s largest 
lake, Druksiai, which extends into the north-eastern part of the country and over the 
border into the Republic of Belarus. 



To build and run the world’s largest nuclear power plant required workers, engineers and 
specialists. A city was built and it was named after the leader of Lithuania’s Communist 
party, Antanas Snieckus. The city of Snieckus was to be a model Soviet city with the 
best concrete architecture – shaped like a butterfly from above. 

Fir-trees were felled and thousands of soldiers from the Russian army helped thousands 
of construction workers to raise the concrete blocks. After two years the super city of 
Snieckus was finished, built faster than anyone could have imagined, and was ready to 
receive workers from all over the Soviet Union. The most highly qualified Russian 
nuclear specialists and engineers were brought from Moscow, the Ukraine, Kyrgyzstan 
and Siberia. Today the city is as it was then, only more run down. Everywhere cube-
shaped concrete blocks tower between forests of slender, tapered fir-trees, and spread 
across the city are playgrounds, all built to the same specifications: three or four climbing 
frames and wall-bars of soulless red, yellow and green pipes, which have apparently 
always been sufficient to entertain all of the city's children. In the corridors between the 
trees and tower blocks people, go for walks with their dogs or partners, and groups of 
boys stroll around with cigarettes in the corners of their mouths and listen to pop music 
on their mobile telephones. 9 out of 10 people in the city still only speak Russian. If you 
ask for the toilet at a petrol station outside the city, for example, you get the response, 
“Njet toilet”. 

That is Visaginas. 

Visaginas was built from Soviet concrete in a few years at the end of the seventies. The 
residential blocks contain both large and small flats. On New Year’s Eve, people in 
Visaginas met in the city’s square after midnight and sent paper lanterns flying up in 
unison.  The lanterns were supposed to symbolise hope for the future. The road to the 
nuclear power plant six kilometres outside Visaginas. Enormous pipes carried heated 
water from the plant to the city until recently. Homes in Visaginas were considered very 
attractive, but only the workers at the plant had access to them.  

The half butterfly 

The population of the nuclear city grew to 33,000. More than 10,000 worked at the 
power plant as specialists, tradesmen, cleaning and canteen personnel etc. Everything 
expanded. Until 26 April 1986, when Ignalina’s sister nuclear power plant in the Ukraine, 
Chernobyl, had a meltdown and exposed hundreds of thousands of people to fatal 
radioactive radiation. Unfortunately for many residents of Snieckus, Ignalina's nuclear 
reactors were the same type as Chernobyl’s. The meltdown resulted in a renewed focus 
on safety, which halted the construction of Ignalina completely. The third nuclear reactor 
was never more than pipes, posts and pins, sticking up from a square building site. The 
Snieckus butterfly never got its second wing. Then the Soviet Union collapsed. Lithuania 
became independent in 1990, Snieckus was renamed Visaginas, and most of the city's 
Russians obtained Lithuanian citizenship. Today Visaginas is the only city in Lithuania 
where Lithuanians constitute a minority. The new Lithuania looked to the West, but still 
needed the electricity from Ignalina. It was only when Lithuania began its efforts to be 
admitted to the EU that Visaginas really experienced hardship again. The EU feared an 
Ignalina disaster in the style of Chernobyl, and demanded a date for the closure of the 
nuclear power plant if the country was to be admitted. The EU was more important than 
nuclear energy to the government and the majority of the population. The date for final 
closure was set for 31 December 2009, and the country was admitted to the EU. The 



first reactor had already been closed on 31 December 2004, and thousands of workers 
made redundant. In the following months a wave of suicides rolled over Visaginas. 
Approximately 30 workers from the power plant were found hanging from trees in the 
forest and in their offices and flats. 

A Russian island in a Lithuanian sea 

Now Visaginas is isolated, like a Russian island in a Lithuanian sea, far from everything 
in Lithuania, with a strange history, of which none of the country's Western-oriented 
Lithuanians is really proud. But most of all, the isolation is the cause of the inhabitants' 
mentality. They live in their own time warp, thinks the city’s English teacher, Tatjana 
Goloskokova, who, for a number of years has taught the city’s adults English, because 
there is an increasing need to be able to speak a language other than Russian. 

“For people who, for 25 years, took the same bus route to the same job and the same 
office and home again to the same flat and the same thing every day and know nothing 
else in life, it is impossible to create a life beyond Visaginas. 

“In any case, it is difficult to teach them English.” 

Today Visaginas has just over 28,000 inhabitants. If you ask any of them where people 
have gone, there are two answers: they have gone abroad to work, or they on the 
streets of Vilnius, Klaipeda or Kaunas, drowning their sorrows with alcohol. 

“We all know a few like that. That is just how it is," said Kristina Mitkinych on New Year’s 
Eve. “Only God knows what will happen to the rest of the city.” 

Ignalina has been described as “Lithuania’s thorn in the side” after the EU’s criticism of 
“the Chernobyl reactors”, but also as “Lithuania's powerful heart", which generated 
electricity and ensured the country's complete self-sufficiency. 

“Everything has an end” 

Be it a thorn or a heart. All that remains is to decommission the power plant and to 
dispose of the radioactive fuel, and the plant’s 61 year old director of 19 years, Viktor 
Sevaldin, says he will oversee this – if his health and the Lithuanian energy ministry 
permit.  

Viktor Sevaldin lives in his house in Visaginas’ neighbouring city of Ignalina, which is 
50km south of Visaginas and shares its name with the power plant. He spends the 
daylight hours at his workplace. 

Something is going round in his head here a few days after New Year's Eve, while he 
sits at the end of his 15-chair conference table in his office and reaches for his ballpoint 
pen and glasses in turn. He is used to defending safety at the plant and says 
automatically that it is no good just talking up safety, you have to do something about it. 

From his office he could see thousands of workers getting off buses in front of the power 
plant every morning. He has made most of them redundant. That was part of his job.  

“My work was based on a political decision. We just have to do what the government 



dictates, and forget our personal feelings. Everything has a beginning, everything has an 
end, and all the nuclear power plants will close sooner or later, and that is just how it is,” 
says Viktor Sevaldin. 

He says that one of the power plant’s reactors is empty of radioactive fuel, while the 
other will be empty in six years. The next major tasks are to convert the radioactive 
material into nuclear waste, and then to build a depot where the nuclear waste can be 
stored until it is no longer radioactive, in approximately 100 years’ time. 

 “Visaginas has no future” 

Jan Miolla climbs up a heavy iron ladder painted green and out onto the roof of the 
residential block. Here he points out the place where, when he was young, he hung out 
with his friends to smoke cigarettes, drink beer and look out over the spruce forests and 
lakes. A few metres below him, in the flat on the seventh floor, sits his mother Tatjana 
Miolla. She knew well what was going on up on the roof but she never said anything 
about it. 

25-year old Jan Miolla is visiting his mother, twice his age, in Visaginas for Christmas, 
New Year and most of January. They both came here from Estonia’s second largest city, 
Daugavpils, in 1986. Tatjana Miolla was newly divorced when she heard about "the 
nuclear city", and began to dream of a new life in the new city. She got a job doing 
repairs at the Ignalina Nuclear Power Plant. In 2008 she was made redundant.  

Or “thrown out”, as she puts it. Her papering and painting services were no longer 
required. Today Tatjana Miolla tries to earn money by doing repairs and decorating for 
the inhabitants of Visaginas, but there are long gaps between jobs. 

“Visaginas has no future now. What will it use its inhabitants for when jobs are 
disappearing like dew in the sun?” asks Tatjana Miolla, who is hoping to find a job in 
Italy, and otherwise let the years pass so that she can get her pension. 

For Jan Miolla it is impossible to get a job in Visaginas. He has taken whatever he could 
get. For the time being, this is assembling cars for sale in Liverpool, England. He lives 
there today, and he wants to save up so that one day he can move back to Daugavpils 
to study “something”. 

“They killed the goose that laid the golden egg” 

Ivan Nenasev is a quiet Russian man of 55 who sells homemade vodka on New Year’s 
Day. Proudly he shows his folder with diplomas from his 23 years as a reactor operator 
at Ignalina Nuclear Power Plant. It was closed in February. 

In 1986 Ivan Nenasev and his now 52-year old wife, Ina Nenasev, heard that Ignalina 
needed workers. They were living in Kaliningrad south of Lithuania, but a new way of life 
drew them to Visaginas. At that time it was like moving within the same country, says 
Ivan Nenasev, because the Soviet Union was like a big club. His wife got work as an 
engineer at the power plant but has since been made redundant and now works at a 
German clothes factory in Visaginas for a low wage. 

Ivan Nenasev refuses to see why Lithuania bowed to the EU’s demand to close Ignalina. 



“They killed the goose that laid the golden egg,” he says, putting his hand to his head 
and elaborating, 

“It is a disaster: no jobs, and electricity bills are going up, while Lithuania is unable to 
support all of us who have lost our jobs." 

In the meantime he is holding onto the slender hope of a job at the new uranium depot at 
the power plant, but he knows that several thousand others are doing the same, while at 
the same time he cannot get work in Kaliningrad because he took Lithuanian citizenship 
when the Soviet Union collapsed. 

“Without citizenship I cannot even become a road sweeper. This is how Russia is. At 
most, I can become a fisherman,” says Ivan Nenasev, who has a bleak view of the future 
in Lithuania, “It is impossible for me to get a job when unemployment is over 15 percent 
and I cannot speak English or Lithuanian." 

“One way or another we will still pull through” 

It is minus 16 outside, so Stefan Volchanova is serving warm brandy in silver cups 
which his wife Lidija Volchanova received while working as a general assistant at 
Sugardas, the city’s local TV station, newspaper and cable TV broadcaster.  

55-year old Stefan Volchanova and his 61-year old wife laugh when they talk about their 
earlier years. He came to Visaginas from Angarsk in Siberia in 1983, after he had seen 
the city's square residential blocks surrounded by green landscape and glistening lakes 
in an advertisement – and a guaranteed job at Ignalina Nuclear Power Plant. He became 
a welder. Half a year later, his wife came and got work at Sugardas after one day in the 
city. They were good times, they say. 

“And we were always wild about the city, the country, the countryside. I cry for joy when I 
come back from vacation,” says Lidija Volchanova. 

But when the Russian couple speak about the downturn in recent years, they cry. Lidija 
Volchanova resigned due to high blood pressure and Stefan Volchanova lost his job at 
the Ignalina plant in 2006. Since then he has worked as a welder in Sweden, Finland 
and Norway and has his suitcase packed and ready to leave the city, Lidija and their 18-
year old cat, if an employer should call. 

“It is hard being away. I always miss Lidija and my city, and it is difficult when you only 
speak Russian,” says Stefan Volchanova. 

The two do what they can to keep up their hopes. “Our friends are optimistic and say 
that it will all still work out, so we also try to be. I hope that God will not let the city die. 
What else can we do?” asks Lidija Volchanova. Her husband replies, 

“One way or another we will pull through.” 

“Life does not end because of Ignalina” 

Alexander Bolgarov shows a film on his computer, where a nuclear worker simulates 
fishing in the reactor. He made the film on the occasion of Ignalina’s 25-year jubilee in 



2007. 

“It was almost impossible to make the film due to security," the former reactor control 
engineer says at Ignalina Nuclear Power Plant in English. He speaks English with an 
accent he has acquired from his 21-year old daughter who is studying in Bradford, 
England. 

Alexander Bolgarov, a 52-year old Russian, came to Visaginas with his wife Elena 
Bolgarov in 1982. He qualified as a nuclear engineer at Moscow University and was 
forced to work at the power plant.  

“But that did not matter at all. The city was fantastic, everyone was young, and we are 
still here today,” he says. 

Since then he has been an eminent member of the Communist party’s youth department 
and has taught himself English, had two children and arranged annual festivals for 
nuclear workers around the world. In January 2009 he resigned from his job before he 
was made redundant. Instead he got a job as a safety specialist at the new Bushehr 
Nuclear Power Plant in Iran. Now he is home to celebrate Christmas and the New Year 
with his family in Visaginas and to consider his situation. 

“I cannot stand the work in Iran. The fact is that of 100 security personnel, at least 20 of 
the jobs are not related to security, even if they should be,” says Bolgarov, who hopes to 
finish the job in Iran by summer. Afterwards he is hoping to get work in any country in 
Europe. 

“But we will always keep our flat in Visaginas. The city is fantastic, and life does not end 
because of Ignalina," he says. 
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