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THE CHERNOBYL NUCLEAR REACTOR ACCIDENT

Until we know much more about the nature and causes of this accident, the full

extent of the implications will not become clear. However, there are already a

number of scientific and technical gquestions which need answering and the Tokyo
Summit presents an opportunity to harness international collaboration to assist
this,

Relevance to the Tokyo Summit

2. The planning of nuclear reactors involves the estimation of worst case
scenarios and subsequent design to reduce the risks to an acceptable level. The
Chernobyl accident provides an opportunity to test existing models of reactor
safety, and of the effects of a major accident, against real data. You may wish
to announce at Tokyo that the United kingdom will be undertaking a study of the
implications of the Chernobyl accident as a case study to understand better the
lessons which need to be learned and to validate existing safety models. You

may also wish to invite other Summit States to take part.

3. You may wish to propose that the opportunity is taken at Tokyo for Western
leaders jointly to make a plea to the Soviet Union for technical information on
the accident, so that the world can make the best use of this to reduce the
chance of such an incident ever happening again, in any country.

Domestic Implications

4. The accident raises technical questions relating to our existing nuclear
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reactors and to the planned nuclear programme. Furthermore, there is certain to
be an adverse effect on the public attitude to all issues of nuclear power,
including radioactive waste management. Although the health of the population
and environment of the United Kingdom is under no immediate threat monitoring
in East Anglia has today picked up increased levels of radioactivity in the
grass and there may be further fall-out with some contamination of food crops
and water supplies. Departments are addressing the immediate questions but
there is a lot of work which will need to be done on medium to long-term
issues. I intend to be fully involved in this, and I would welcome an early

opportunity to discuss with you the wider implications.

5. Clearly the Government will want to be able to reassure the public that any
lessons for the UK of the Chernobyl accident have been learmed. However, I must
strongly urge Ministers to resist the temptation to make any categoric
statements such as "a similar accident could not possibly happen in the UK.

We are talking here about probabilities and, however remote the risk may be,
our judgment will be much more authoritative if made once we have obtained and
assessed the information. The key to doing this effectively will be in

obtaining access to all relevant data.

I am copying this minute to Sir Robert Armstrong.
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Chief Scientific Adviser
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