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What Happens if Ukraine Seizes the
Kursk Nuclear Power Plant?
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A view of the Kursk Nuclear Power Plant. Vladimir Gerdo / TASS

From the very beginning of Ukraine’s offensive into Russia’s Kursk region on Aug. 6, there
has been much discussion about the possible objectives of this operation. Simply glancing at
the map begs the question of whether one objective of the Ukrainian incursion might be the
seizure of the Kursk nuclear plant, located just 60 kilometers from the border.

It is a scenario the Russian side is taking seriously. Already Rosatom, Russia’s state nuclear
corporation, had begun withdrawing staff from the plant and Russian troops are hastily
digging trenches around it.

The mere possibility of a nuclear plant being seized during a war is a nightmare scenario for
any nuclear and radiation safety specialist. But after the almost two-and-a-half-year-long
Russian occupation of the Zaporizhzhia nuclear plant and the seizures (again, by Russia) of
the Chernobyl exclusion zone and the research reactor in Sevastopol during the occupation of
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Crimea in 2014, such scenarios have become more possible. The longer Russia’s aggression
against Ukraine continues, the more common the threat of an accident will become.

While we do not know how events will unfold, our analysis at Bellona and recommendations
from the IAEA make clear that should nuclear plants be enveloped by war, every effort should
be made to avoid a direct assault on them with heavy weapons. The defending side should not
deploy troops at nuclear plants, which would turn them into military targets. Should a nuclear
plant be surrounded, it is better to surrender it through negotiations rather than have the
facility be attacked or used as a staging ground for attacks.

Having considered these principles, there are a few hypothetical plans that Ukraine could
have for the Kursk nuclear plant as its incursion into Russia continues. These scenarios have
repeatedly surfaced in the media, and it makes sense to address them in detail.

One theory is that Ukraine may connect the Kursk nuclear plant to its own energy system. I
think this is the least likely objective. Should the plant be seized, the safest course of action
for its operators would be to put all of its reactors into cold shutdown mode, which stops
electricity generation.

Related article: The Fighting in Kursk Is Already a Small Victory for Ukraine

Secondly, to direct power toward Ukraine would require a functioning infrastructure of
substations and high-voltage power lines. Two power lines — one at 330 kV and the other at
750 kV— currently run from the Kursk plant through Ukrainian-controlled Sudzha towards
Sumy in Ukraine. But the state of these lines is questionable, especially on the Ukrainian side
given Russia’s intensive bombing of the country’s energy infrastructure.

Thirdly, the energy systems of Russia and Ukraine are not currently connected or
synchronized. Since Ukraine switched to the European energy system in the first months of
the war in 2022, connecting a generating facility on Russian territory to the Ukrainian energy
system would require not only functioning infrastructure on both sides of the front, but
possibly the installation of additional equipment to integrate part of Russia’s energy
infrastructure into the Ukrainian system. It is unlikely that this could be done in wartime
conditions in a frontline zone.

Taking a long-term view of the Kursk nuclear plant, we must consider that its two Chernobyl-
style RBMK reactors — units 3 and 4 — are nearing the end of their 45-year operational
lifespan and are due to be shut down within the next 4 to 6 years. Rosatom, Russia’s state
nuclear corporation, is carrying out modernization work to allow them to function for another
five years. But these efforts could be halted due to the Ukrainian incursion.

To replace these retiring reactor units, Rostom is building the Kursk NPP-2, equipped with
two VVER-TOI power units, near the existing Kursk nuclear plant. The first of these units is
expected to be operational as early as next year unless the war causes delays. Such a delay
would certainly cause Rosatom some pain, given the outsized role this reactor project plays in
Rosatom’s self-image — but it wouldn’t offer much advantage to Ukraine.

Some have also speculated that Ukraine is trying to deprive Russia of a vital energy source —
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hopefully by shutting it down safely rather than a nuclear accident. But the numbers do not
support this.

One would like to believe that if such a plan exists, it does not involve the loss of the facility
due to a nuclear accident, but rather involves its shutdown through standard procedures.

Related article: Russia’s Use of Inexperienced Conscripts for Kursk Defense Raises Questions

The Kursk nuclear plant is the largest energy source in its eponymous region, providing
nearly 90% of its total power generation capacity. In 2023, it produced 19.1 billion kWh of
electricity (before the shutdown of Unit 2 in January), which is over twice the 8.9 billion kWh
per year the region’s inhabitants consume.

As a result, most of the electricity generated by the plant is supplied to neighboring regions
and to the unified energy system of Russia. The plant’s loss could indeed cause energy
problems to the Kursk region itself — especially since the plant serves as a central
distribution hub in its energy system.

But the loss of the plant would not put pressure on neighboring regions, which can easily
compensate from other sources. To put this into perspective, within the unified energy
system of central Russia, which includes 18 regions around Moscow, the Kursk nuclear plant
accounts for just 2 GW out of a total 50 GW capacity, and it is currently the smallest nuclear
plant when compared to three others in this area of the country — the Smolensk,
Novovoronezh and Kalinin nuclear plants.

The most rational objective for seizing the Kursk nuclear plant would be to use it in exchange
for the Zaporizhzhia nuclear plant in any upcoming negotiations.

When we consider that Ukraine’s army is not only advancing in the Kursk region, but is also
fortifying its position by bringing in reserves and other defenses, it appears that Kyiv intends
to hold its gains — possibly until the end of the war and the start of negotiations. The
presence of a nuclear power plant within the captured territory would significantly increase
its leverage and would confirm the strategic nature of this operation.

Nevertheless, as a representative of an environmental organization, I sincerely hope that we

do not see any attack or attempt to seize the Kursk nuclear plant. There is simply no safe way
to do it. Any attempt to do so carries risks of a nuclear or radiation accident, to say nothing of
damaging the political support Ukraine enjoys from its Western allies.

Ukrainian troops are not doing anything that Russia has not done to Kyiv’s territory. Ukraine
has the right to defend itself against Russian aggression by any means it deems effective and
acceptable — so long as they do not involve committing war crimes.

But if ending this war on terms acceptable to Ukraine involves fighting around nuclear plants
on both sides of the front, such a process must proceed with minimal risk of a nuclear
disaster.

The views expressed in opinion pieces do not necessarily reflect the position of The Moscow
Times.
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