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The Lepse held 639 damaged and distorted spent nuclear fuel assemblies when it was taken out of
service.  Lev Fedoseyev / TASS

An international cleanup effort has helped remove spent nuclear fuel from a service ship
abandoned after an accident in northwestern Russia, the Norwegian environmental
organization Bellona announced Wednesday.

The Lepse served the Soviet Union’s nuclear icebreaker fleet from 1934 until the 1980s, when
it encountered rough seas and spilled highly radioactive waste inside its cargo hold.
Decommissioning of the ship began in 2012.

Related article: Russia to Remove Hazardous Nuclear Objects Dumped in Its Arctic Waters

The nuclear fuel posed “a serious danger to the people and the environment of the Barents

https://bellona.org/news/nuclear-issues/2020-08-dismantlement-of-russias-most-radioactive-ship-reaches-milestone
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2025/05/24/russia-to-remove-hazardous-nuclear-objects-dumped-in-its-arctic-waters


Sea region,” said the European Bank of Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), which
funds the effort. 

The Lepse held 639 damaged and distorted spent nuclear fuel assemblies when it was taken
out of service. 

Bellona and the EBRD’s Northern Dimension Environment Partnership (NDEP) fund hailed
the removal of spent fuel from the Lepse last month as a critical milestone in dismantling the
decommissioned vessel.

“The successful final shipment of fuel is the culmination of over a decade of international
collaboration to address the legacy of the Lepse,” EBRD’s director for nuclear safety Balthasar
Lindauer said in a July 22 statement.

“This has been a technically complex and challenging task given the uncertainties associated
with both the conditions of the old storage facility and spent nuclear fuel,” Lindauer said.

The EBRD said the spent fuels will be transferred to the Mayak nuclear facility in the
Chelyabinsk region 3,500 kilometers to the southeast of the Arctic city of Murmansk.

The EBRD’s NDEP manages six other nuclear decommissioning funds, including the
Chernobyl Shelter Fund. 

The fund draws contributions from the European Union, Britain and Canada, as well as
Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, the Netherlands and Norway.
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