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The Chernobyl series 
has affected us 

deeply, my friends 
and I talk about this 

topic (nuclear risk). If 
the Ostrovets nuclear 

reactors exploded, 
I’m not sure we’d 
know what to do

IEVA NAGYTE
A 27-YEAR-OLD, WHO WORKS AT THE 

VILNIUS ACADEMY OF ARTS

The Ignalina nuclear power plant is pictured in Visaginas, Lithuania

Fans of HBO’s 
hit series 
“Chernobyl”, 
detailing 
the world’s 
worst nuclear 
disaster, can 
get a behind-
the-scenes 
glimpse at 
the Emmy-
nominated 
TV drama by 
taking a new 
tour of its set 
at a Soviet-
era reactor in 
Lithuania

‘Dark tourism’ destinations 
HBO’s ‘Chernobyl’ sparks tours, stokes fears in Lithuania

Ignalina, Lithuania 

Walking along the top 
of Lithuania’s decom-
missioned nuclear re-

actor, the set of HBO’s critically 
acclaimed “Chernobyl” TV se-
ries, tourist Vytas Miknaitis says 
he’s not “afraid at all”.

“They know what they’re do-
ing,” the retired computer engi-
neer from Chicago says, refer-
ring to organisers of the three-
hour tour of the Ignalina power 
station in eastern Lithuania.

Similar in design to Cherno-
byl, some 450 kilometres (280 
miles) away, the Ignalina reac-
tor provided the backdrop for 
the show’s outdoor scenes, shot 
last year.

The Baltic state’s only nuclear 
power plant built in Soviet times 
was open to the public even be-
fore the “Chernobyl” drama first 
aired in May but has since seen 
a steady uptick in visitors on the 
heels of the show’s success.

Tourists don white overalls, 
walk on top of the reactor and 
tour the various work stations, 
including a command post built 
to resemble the one in the series. 

They can even pretend to be 
the protagonists pushing the 
various buttons.

Ignalina plant spokeswoman 
Natalija Survila-Glebova said 
that the series had attracted a 
new stream of visitors, 
mostly Lith-

uanians but also foreign tourists 
from countries like Poland, Lat-
via and Britain.

Last month, there were 900 
visitors, she said, adding that 
tours were “almost completely 
booked through the end of the 
year”. Due to the ongoing dis-
mantling work, tours are only 
open to adults.

Dark tourism
The Soviet Union’s Chernobyl 

plant, in what is now Ukraine, 
was the scene of the world’s 
worst nuclear disaster, when 
one of its reactors exploded in 
1986 during testing.

It polluted a big part of Eu-
rope, with the area immediate-
ly around the power plant the 
worst affected.

In recent years, the aban-
doned site has become a “dark 
tourism” destination, even be-
fore the eponymous TV drama 
that has picked up 19 Emmy 
nominations.

Lithuania, which like Ukraine 
is a former Soviet republic, be-
gan decommissioning Ignalina 
in December 2009. 

The European Union made its 
closure a condition of the small 
country’s 2004 entry into the 
bloc as the plant had two reac-
tors that were the same model as 
those at Chernobyl.

Drab is fab
“Chernobyl” 

t o u r s 

have also sprung up in other 
parts of Lithuania where the 
series was filmed, including the 
capital, Vilnius.

Visitor Vytautas Kastanauskas, 
who works in tourism, mar-
velled at how the producers 
were able to recast parts of the 
picturesque city as a Soviet-era 
industrial outpost.

“The atmosphere of the 
time and the nature of the re-
lationships between people, 
everything was recreated per-
fectly in the series,” the 47-year-
old, who experienced Soviet 
times, said.

The northern Fabijonisk-
es neighbourhood was trans-
formed into Pripyat, a city of 
nearly 50,000 people near Cher-
nobyl that was abandoned after 
the disaster.

The makers of “Chernobyl” 
used the drab, grey district, with 
row upon row of Soviet-era 
housing blocks, as the location to 
shoot Pripyat’s mass evacuation.

And one young Lithuanian 
has even refurbished his grand-
parents’ Fabijoniskes apartment 
in the Soviet style and opened it 
up to visitors and Airbnb stays.

Jurate Pazikaite, of the Vil-
nius Film Office, says that the 
series has “focused a lot of at-
tention” on the city of around 
half a million people, putting it 
on the map as a prime location 
for filmmakers.

Tax breaks for production 
companies introduced in 2014 
have lured a growing number 

of crews, she said.

The BBC’s 2016 miniseries ad-
aptation of Leo Tolstoy’s “War 
and Peace” cast Vilnius as both 
19th-century Moscow and the 
Austrian Alps. 

A new HBO drama series, 
“Catherine the Great” starring 
Oscar winner Helen Mirren, has 
also partly been shot in the Lith-
uanian capital. 

Emergency iodine, sirens
But the “Chernobyl” series 

is not only generating curiosity 
and pride in Lithuania.

It has also fed into unease that 
was already felt over a new nu-
clear plant, set to open in neigh-
bouring Belarus.

Spearheaded by the Russian 
state energy corporation, Ro-
satom, the plant, featuring two 
reactors, each with a capacity of 
1,200 megawatts, is expected to 
go online later this year. 

Lithuania says that the facil-
ity in the northwestern Bela-
rusian town of Ostrovets, just 
20 kilometres (12 miles) from 
its border, does not meet safety 
standards. 

Minsk rejects the claim.
“The Chernobyl series has 

affected us deeply, my friends 
and I talk about this topic (nu-
clear risk),” says Ieva Nagyte, a 
27-year-old, who works at the 
Vilnius Academy of Arts.

“If the Ostrovets nuclear reac-
tors exploded, I’m not sure we’d 
know what to do,” she said. 

However, Lithuanian author-
ities are preparing for the worst 
-- they have stockpiled iodine 
tablets used to ward off certain 
forms of radiation poisoning, es-
tablished evacuation routes and 
are testing emergency sirens, 
according to the internal affairs 
ministry.

Tour guide Jurgita Norvaisiene points at a measurement device during a guided 
tour inside the monitoring room of the inoperative Ignalina nuclear power plant 
in Visaginas

Women pose in front of a bus that was used during the shooting of the HBO series 
“Chernobyl” during a guided tour

People stand in the monitoring room during a guided tour inside the inoperative 
Ignalina nuclear power plant in Visaginas, Lithuania
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KNOW WHAT

Controversial study links fluoride in water to lower IQ
• Fluoridated water is 
supplied to around two-
thirds of US residents

Washington, United States

A study published yesterday 
links exposure to fluoridat-

ed tap water during pregnancy 
to lower IQ scores in infants, 
but several outside experts ex-
pressed concern over its meth-
odology and questioned its find-
ings. 

Fluoride has been added to 
community water supplies in 
industrial countries to prevent 
tooth decay since the 1950s. 

Very high levels of the mineral 
have been found to be toxic to 
the brain, though the concen-
trations seen in fluoridated tap 
water are generally deemed safe.

“We realized that there were 
major questions about the safety 

of fluoride, especially for preg-
nant women and young chil-
dren,” Christine Till at Canada’s 
York University, senior author 
of the paper published in JAMA 
Pediatrics, said. 

“We know that decisions need 
to be based on evidence, and we 
had no evidence on whether flu-
oride in pregnancy was safe, and 
regardless of the outcome, that 
knowledge was really critical.”

The study looked at 601 moth-
er-child pairs across six Canadi-
an cities, with 41 per cent living 
in communities supplied with 
fluoridated municipal water. 

The researchers said fluor-
idated water is supplied to 
around two-thirds of US resi-
dents, just over a third of Cana-
dian residents and three percent 
in Europe.

After controlling for other tox-
ins in their analysis, they found 
an increase in concentration of 
fluoride in pregnant mother’s 
urine of one milligram a liter 
was associated with a 4.5-point 
lower IQ score in boys -- but not 
girls -- at age three or four.

When estimating the daily ma-
ternal fluoride intake instead of 
fluoride in urine, they found a 
one milligram increase in intake 
was associated with a deficit of 
3.7 IQ points for both boys and 
girls.

Anticipating controversy, 
JAMA Pediatrics took the unu-

sual step of issuing an Editor’s 
Note that said the decision to 
publish the article was “not 
easy.” 

“Given the nature of the find-
ings and their potential impli-
cations, we subjected it to ad-
ditional scrutiny for its meth-
ods and the presentation of its 
findings.”

But experts in fields ranging 
from statistics to toxicology to 
neuroscience expressed serious 
reservations.

“The key words in the paper 
are ‘higher levels.’” said Oliver 
Jones, Associate Professor of 
Analytical Chemistry, RMIT Uni-
versity.

“The authors state that an in-
crease of one milligram per liter 
(1 mg/L) increase in fluoride 
was associated with a 4.49 point 
lower IQ score but fluoride in-
take appears to have been below 
1 mg/L for most people in the 
study, even for those with fluor-
idated water.”

Representative picture (Courtesy of Askthedentist)

Tensions spike as Turkish 
convoy enters northwest Syria

• The Syrian 
government reacted 
angrily after the convoy 
entered Idlib province

Maaret al-Noman, Syria 

A Turkish military convoy 
crossed into jihadist-run 
northwest Syria Mon-

day, sending tensions soaring 
between Damascus and re-
bel-backer Ankara which said 
its forces were targeted with an 
air strike.

The Syrian government react-
ed angrily after the convoy en-
tered Idlib province and head-
ed towards a key town where 
regime forces are waging fierce 
battles with jihadists and rebels.

After eight years of civil war, 
the jihadist-run Idlib region on 
the border with Turkey is the 
last major stronghold of opposi-
tion to President Bashar al-As-
sad’s regime.

The region of some three mil-
lion people was supposed to be 
protected by a Turkish-Russian 

buffer zone deal signed last year, 
but instead regime and Russian 
forces have upped their deadly 
bombardment of the bastion 
since late April.

Following days of inching 
forward on the ground, Rus-
sian-backed regime forces on 
Sunday took control of the edges 
of the town of Khan Sheikhun 
in the south of the stronghold.

The Syrian Observatory for 
Human Rights, a Britain-based 
monitor, reported Syrian and 
Russian air strikes aimed at 
hindering the convoy’s advance 
through Idlib province.

Turkey’s defence ministry 
“strongly” condemned the at-
tack, which it said had killed 
three civilians and wounded 12.

“Despite repeated warnings 
we made to the authorities of 
the Russian Federation, the mil-
itary operations by the regime 
forces continue in Idlib region 
in violation of the existing mem-
orandums and agreements with 
the Russian Federation,” it said 
in a statement.

The Damascus regime mean-
while denounced the convoy’s 
crossing over from Turkey.

“Turkish vehicles loaded 
with munitions... are heading 
towards Khan Sheikhun to 
help the terrorists,” a foreign 
ministry source said, using the 
regime’s blanket term for Turk-
ish-backed rebels and jihadists.

This confirmed “the support 
provided by the Turkish re-
gime to terrorist groups,” state 
news agency SANA reported the 
source as saying.

Rebel killed
Yesterday afternoon, a corre-

spondent saw the convoy stop 
on the Aleppo-Damascus high-
way in the village of Maar Hat-
tat, just north of Khan Sheikhun.

Warplanes and helicopter 
machine guns targeted nearby 
areas, he said.

Earlier, a Russian air strike 
hit the rebel vehicle leading 
the convoy just outside Maaret 

al-Noman, 15 kilometres (nine 
miles) north of Khan Sheikhun, 
killing a Turkish-backed fighter 
from the Faylaq al-Sham group, 
the Britain-based Observatory 
said.

After the convoy made it 
inside the town, Russian and 
Syrian warplanes targeted its 
outskirts in an apparent “at-
tempt to prevent the convoy 
from advancing”, Observatory 
chief Rami Abdel Rahman said.

On Sunday, pro-regime forces 
backed by Russian air strikes 
took control of Khan Sheikhun’s 
northwestern outskirts.

Fighting continues to the east 
and west of the town, the Obser-
vatory says.

Any seizure of Khan Sheikhun 
and territory further east would 
encircle a patch of countryside 
to its south, including the town 
of Morek that is home to a key 
Turkish observation post.

It would also see the regime 
secure a position on a key 
highway connecting govern-
ment-held Damascus with the 
northern city of Aleppo, which 
the regime retook from rebels in 
December 2016.

A convoy of Turkish military vehicles is pictured near the town of Maar Hitat in northern Syria’s Idlib province

Turkey’s defence 
ministry “strongly” 

condemned the attack, 
which it said had killed 

three civilians and 
wounded 12

Russia probes ‘foreign 
meddling’ after protests
Moscow, Russia 

Russia’s parliament yes-
terday agreed to probe 

“foreign meddling” in the 
country’s affairs, following 
a wave of protests that Mos-
cow has accused Western 
governments and media of  
backing. 

A committee will investigate 
reports by foreign media as 

well as “embassies which dis-
tributed information” about 
the demonstrations, lower 
house speaker Vyacheslav Vo-
lodin said. 

Tens of thousands of people 
have taken to the streets of 
Moscow in recent weeks to 
protest the authorities’ deci-
sion to block prominent oppo-
sition figures from standing in 
local elections. 

Palestinian president fires 
advisers as financial crisis hits

• Tax transfers, which 
account for some 65 
percent of PA revenues

• Abbas has accused 
Israel of blackmail and 
refused to take any 
of the tax transfers

Ramallah, Palestinian Terri-
tories

Pa l e s t i n i a n  p r e s i d e n t 
Mahmud Abbas has fired 

all of his advisers, his office 
said yesterday, amid a finan-
cial crisis in the occupied West 
Bank that has prompted deep 
salary cuts.

Abbas’s office did not pro-
vide further details on the 
number of advisers or the costs 
involved, pointing only to a 
brief statement issued through 
official Palestinian news agen-
cy WAFA.

The move comes amid a 
spending crunch following Is-
rael’s decision in February to 
withhold around $10 million 
a month in tax transfers.

Israel collects some $190 
million a month in customs 
duties levied on goods des-
tined for Palestinian markets 
that transit through its ports.

It then transfers the money 
to the Palestinian government.

The amount it deducted 
-- $138 million for the year 
-- corresponds to what Israel 
says the Palestinian Authority 
paid prisoners in Israeli jails, 
or their families, in 2018.

Prisoners who have car-

ried out attacks on Israelis 
are among those receiving the 
payments, and Israel says that 
encourages further violence.

Abbas has accused Israel of 
blackmail and refused to take 
any of the tax transfers, which 
account for some 65 percent of 
PA revenues.

The PA has cut salaries for 
most its tens of thousands of 
employees by half to keep the 
government afloat.

On top of the tax dispute, the 
United States has also cut hun-
dreds of millions of dollars in 
aid to Palestinians via various 
programmes.

Jihad Harb, a Palestinian po-
litical analyst, said it appeared 
Abbas had decided to sack his 
advisers after receiving a re-
port in June on payments to 
ministers and officials. 

“It is clear that president 
Abbas received the report from 
the committee that examined 
the salaries and benefits of em-
ployees,” Harb said.

He “wants to reduce his of-
fice’s spending by taking aus-
terity measures to confront the 
current budget crisis.”

Mahmud Abbas

Fluoride is an ionic com-
pound derived from flu-
orine, which is the single 
most reactive element; 
it is naturally found in 
many rocks. About 95 
percent of the fluoride 
added to public water 
supplies is produced 

from phosphorite rock


