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What risks can the population living in the polluted area around Semipalatinsk incur?
Risks of exposure occur at the time of testing and the only remaining concerns lie with dispersed  
‘hotspots’ within the test site. These may be contaminated to unacceptable levels and could be a  
hazard if locals were to choose to live or work close to them. At present, the location of these ‘hotspots’ 
is not completely understood and this is a worry.

How could the risk spread to other countries and affect NATO countries?
The main risk stems from the removal of radioactively contaminated materials from the test site itself. 
Former local inhabitants have a history of collecting scrap metal and selling the contaminated material 
to other countries – principally China – for recycling. There is also a fear that terrorists could collect 
material for the construction of dirty radiological weapons since there are a few places where radio-
nuclide levels – particularly those of plutonium – are high enough to be a cause of concern. Regional 
and western defence agencies are aware of these risks and are active on the Semipalatinsk Nuclear 
Test Site.

What are the main benefits of the SEMIRAD project for the Kazak population?
Firstly, it provides equipment, training and improved access to western specialists and consequently 
improves the ability of local organisations to manage the test site and many other contaminated sites 
in Kazakhstan. Secondly, it has equipped and facilitated a regional, educational Centre of Excellence 
for the training of students in radiological sciences at the Al-Farabi Kazakh National University, Almaty. 
Thirdly, the studies have provided contamination data that can be used to develop effective land  
utilisation strategies for the test site. Lastly, it has contributed to the development of an integrated site 
evaluation by the IAEA.

How does this project complement the efforts of other organisations?
SEMIRAD was the first internationally funded Kazakh study of contaminated lands within the test 
site that involved close cooperation with western specialists. Its team members provided the largest 
single input to the IAEA coordination initiative to evaluate the site and it has become central to studies 
that followed. Four projects are directly linked to SEMIRAD: SEMIRAD II; ADVANCE a study funded 
by Framework 5 of the EU; a land-utilisation study funded by the UK Department for International 
Development; and a study relating to waste disposal funded by the UK Department for Trade and 
Industry. It will also link with a helicopter survey of the site, coordinated by the IAEA and funded by 
the EU TACIS programme, and its outcome will undoubtedly be evaluated by international defence  
agencies.

“The whole notion of security as traditionally understood – in terms of political and military 
threats to national sovereignty – must be expanded to include the growing impact of environ-
mental stress – locally, nationally, regionally, and globally.”

World Commission on Environment and Development

Security has traditionally been defined as individual or collective safety achieved through the protection 
of territorial integrity, political sovereignty and national interests. However, the understanding of security 
has evolved over time. It has been recognised that environmental factors have an impact on conflicts 
and levels of stability.  

Even though the causes of conflict and insecurity are often complex, evidence suggests that environ-
mental degradation and resource depletion are a source of tension in many regions of the world. Land 
degradation, climate change, water quality and quantity, and the management and distribution of natu-
ral resources (e.g. oil, forests, minerals) are factors that can contribute directly to conflict or be linked to 
them by exacerbating other causes such as poverty, migration, infectious diseases, poor governance 
and declining economic productivity. In sum, environmental problems can threaten human livelihoods 
and contribute to social and economic inequalities.

Concern for the environment has grown and the need to integrate environmental policies into security 
measures has therefore been and continues to be a priority. The scarcity of renewable resources and 
the cross-border character of environmental issues have led the international community to take an ac-
tive role in initiating environmental projects. 
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For more information see: • NATO Programme for Security through Science – www.nato.int/science/index.html

 • Committee on the Challenges of Modern Society – www.nato.int/issues/eapc/index.html

 • ENVSEC reports – www.envsec.org

NATO Public Diplomacy Division, 1110 Brussels, Belgium – email: natodoc@hq.nato.int
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A big step towards promoting the link between environmental issues and security and stability was 
made in 2002 by the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), the United Nations 
Environment Programme (UNEP) and the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) with the 
launch of the joint Environment and Security (ENVSEC) initiative. This initiative focuses on vulnerable 
regions such as the Balkans, Caucasus and Central Asia.

On the invitation of the OSCE, UNDP and UNEP, NATO has become associated with the ENVSEC initia-
tive and now coordinates its environmental security projects with these three international organisations. 
NATO’s environmental security projects are initiated through its Security through Science Programme and 
the Committee on the Challenges of Modern Society (CCMS).

The NATO Programme for Security through Science contributes to security, stability and solidarity among 
different countries by applying cutting-edge science to problem-solving. A further aim is to catalyse demo-
cratic reform and support economic development in NATOôs Partner countries in transition. The Security 
through Science Programme offers grants in support of collaborative activities in the areas of defence 
against terrorism, countering other threats to security and Partner-country priorities. Topics supported also 
include environmental security.

This committee was created in 1969 by the North Atlantic 
Council with the initial aim of addressing problems affect-
ing the environment and quality of life of citizens living 
in member countries. It is a forum where member and 
Partner countries can share knowledge and experience 
on technical, scientiýc and policy aspects of social and 
environmental matters in both the civilian and military 
sectors. Its main objective is to tackle environmental 
security and societal problems already under study at 
the national level and, by combining the expertise and 
technology available in NATO and Partner countries, 
arrive fairly rapidly at valid conclusions and make recom-
mendations for action.

ñToday, we are faced with a challenge that calls for a shift in our thinking, so that humanity stops 
threatening its life-support system.ò Wangari Maathai, a Kenyan ecologist who won the Nobel Peace 
Prize in 2004. Maathaiôs Nobel Prize is the ýrst to acknowledge environmentalism as a means of build-
ing peace. 

> Among environmental issues, water is considered to be the top priority for the Balkans, Caucasus and 
Central Asia.  
The younger generation and non-governmental organisations in Central Asia perceive environmental 
issues to be one of the main threats to the security and well-being of their populations.

By directly or indirectly contributing to 2-3 million deaths annually, unsafe drinking water poses a primary 
challenge to human security.
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