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Abstract 

Trust in public institutions in Russia is notoriously low. Yet trust in nuclear 

energy is, on the contrary, very high, with two-thirds of the population supporting 

its continued development. To understand this apparent paradox this article 

explores the meanings of trust with regard to the recently started process of siting 

repositories for radioactive waste (RW) in Russia as they are articulated in 

corporate and social contexts, in particular in the “closed” nuclear cities that will 

be the sites of repositories. We focus on the ways in which trust is defined by the 

promoters of the projects and by the residents of the hosting communities during 

public hearings related to the plans to build nuclear waste disposal facilities at a 

dozen of newly proposed sites. We argue that the hearings are less about trust 

building per se as they are about accommodating and neutralizing distrust by 

emphasizing the absence of better alternatives. Using examples from hearings, 

we discuss three main dimensions of trust: interpersonal, institutional and 

ideological, as we show the importance of the ideological component of trust that 

partially compensates for strong institutional distrust. 
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Russia. 

A country that proudly claims to have connected the first nuclear reactor to a civilian 

grid in Obninsk in 1954, Russia is among the last nuclear pioneers to start addressing 

the issues presented by radioactive waste produced in its military and civilian atomic 

energy industries. The problem of radioactive waste management (RWM) first gained 
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public attention only in the late 1980s and in the 1990s, when the nuclear industry 

began to face strong public criticism over Chernobyl and as a result of political 

liberalization on the eve of the Soviet collapse. The first comprehensive legislation on 

RWM, on the other hand, was implemented only in 2010s, when public attitudes 

towards nuclear energy had seemingly become more positive. 

Although a number of studies of Russian societal engagement in environmental 

protection have been published (Crotty 2009; Henry 2010; Wu and Martus 2021), there 

are few on how Russian society perceives and accepts technological risk in general, and 

nuclear waste risks in particular. Research on perception of risks, including the risks 

related to RWM, indicates that such perceptions are closely related to trust: people tend 

to accept risks when they believe that they are properly managed by trustworthy 

institutions (Slovic, Layman, and Flynn 1991; Sjoberg 1999; Lofstedt R, Bouder F, 

Wardman J, Chakraborty S. 2011; Tuler and Kasperson 2014). There are several factors 

that makes the study of trust in the context of RWM in post-Soviet Russia, our focus in 

this article, both interesting and challenging. First of all, there is an apparent mismatch 

between a low level of social and political trust in Russia and what seems to be a high 

level of support to nuclear energy. Concerning the political trust, for example, in 2019 

Russia had the lowest index of trust in institutions among 28 countries of the world 

(Edelman Trust Barometer 2019). Trust in such institutions as parliament (the Duma) 

and political parties that are crucial to the representative democracy has traditionally 

been very low (Shlapentokh 2006; Kiselev 2014). Russian citizens have also a 

particularly strong distrust of NGOs (Edelman Trust Barometer 2019, 38, 44). The lack 

of trust in these institutions is related generally to the weakness of civil society in post-

communist Russia and the attempts of the state to control NGOs.  
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While trust in some other political institutions, such as the presidency as well as 

interpersonal trust have comparatively higher scores, these scores remain rather low 

compared to the experience in other countries (Mishler and Rose 2005). These 

indicators are consistent with the research on low political trust in post-communist 

countries in general (see, for example, Mishler and Rose 1997; Lovell 2001; Lühiste 

2006). Existing research explains this distrust by ‘trust deficit’ inherited from the 

authoritarian regime (Linz and Stepan 1996), previous experience of the collapse of 

state and economy and failure of the new institutions to fight corruption and to provide 

economic stability (Bahry and Wilson 2004; Mishler and Rose 2005). 

In spite of the serious lack of social and political trust, the majority of Russian 

citizens do not see nuclear facilities as presenting unacceptable risks. According to a 

2016 all-Russia opinion poll conducted by the state-owned Russian Public Opinion 

Research Center around 30th anniversary of the Chernobyl disaster, for example, 58% 

viewed nuclear energy favorably and 73% believed that modern nuclear power stations 

were safe (VTsIOM 2016). Granted, the positive perception of nuclear power stations 

does not mean acceptance of the risks related to RWM for which all-Russian opinion 

polls results are not available. But the difficulties in explaining the correlation of low 

level of trust and potential acceptance of RWM risks go beyond the lack of public 

opinion polls data, and are related, above all, to challenges of defining and measuring 

trust in the context of authoritarian Russia. 

Studies of social and political trust often refer to the definition of trust proposed 

by Rousseau et al. (1998: 395) as ‘a psychological state comprising the intention to 

accept vulnerability based upon positive expectations of the intentions or behaviour of 

an “other”’. In his now classic analysis of trust and power Luhmann has also 

emphasized the connection between the acceptance of risk and trust, describing the 
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latter as ‘a gamble, a risky investment’ that makes possible the cooperation between the 

trusting and the trusted (1979: 24). According to him, trust has the function of reducing 

growing and ‘uncontrollable’ complexity of the society and its problems. If we apply 

this insight to the context of the RWM, we might suggest that trust would allow, for 

example, the members of the waste repository hosting community to accept the still 

unclear risks of living for decades next to a hazardous site. They can do so without 

having to gather and to analyze themselves the information about all the complex issues 

related to final isolation of highly toxic and long-lived radioactive substances, because 

they trust that relevant institutions and actors will accurately address all the concerns. 

Trust, therefore, is a crucial concept for the studies dealing with the problems of the 

contemporary ‘risk society’ (Beck 1992), as recent reviews of the literature on trust in 

risk management and in technological accidents prevention and mitigation have shown 

(see, for example, Earle 2010; Krieger, Amlôt and Rogers 2014).  

If scholars agree on the importance of trust in contemporary risk societies, there 

is much less consensus on how exactly one can determine the level of trust in a 

particular group of people or regarding a specific issue. Trust is often measured by 

fairly large quantitative surveys through a series of questions aimed at revealing specific 

aspects of respondents’ attitudes towards different actors, policies or institutions. Most 

researchers also agree that trust has multiple dimensions, even if the list of such 

dimensions or factors of trust differs depending on the authors. For example, Renn and 

Levine (1991) emphasize five dimensions: competence, objectivity, fairness, 

consistency, and empathy. Poortinga and Pidgeon (2003), study multidimensionality of 

trust based on how people in Great Britain perceive government and its policies of risk 

regulation in five risk ‘cases’, one of which is the case of RWM. Based on the review of 
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the existing literature they distinguish the following components of trust: competence, 

credibility, reliability, integrity, care, fairness, openness, and value similarity.  

However, as Shneider (2017) points out, surveys of trust do not usually consider 

what exactly trust and its components mean in a specific context, and how these 

meanings vary across different polities and cultures. Are the meanings of trust different 

in the context of authoritarian Russian as opposed to how trust is understood by the 

citizens in Western democracies? Existing research indicates that it might be the case 

and also that trust may have little effect on political support (Mishler and Rose 2005). 

Therefore, instead of measuring trust in RWM policies in post-Soviet Russia, in this 

article we focus on the range of meanings of trust as they are articulated by nuclear 

industry representatives and public communities. We explore the controversies, 

narratives of support and mobilization as techniques related to trust and trust building 

during the public hearings on the siting of the RW repositories.  

While keeping in mind different dimensions of trust as they were emphasized in 

the existing scholarly literature, we pay particular attention to what supporters and 

critics of the particular RWM projects see as important components of trust and distrust. 

Furthermore, we look at three closely related levels of trust emphasized in this special 

issue, that is, interpersonal, institutional, and ideological trust, better to understand how 

acceptance of the project is rhetorically negotiated in spite of expressions of distrust. 

Interpersonal trust is trust in other people and can be generalized as faith in the 

unknown people, in a ‘generalized other’, and particularized, that is, as trust in the 

people one knows, or members of the same group or community (Uslaner 2002; Bäck 

and Christensen 2016). Institutional trust refers here to trust towards the main 

institutions involved in the RWM: central and local government, local nuclear 

enterprises, the state nuclear corporation Rosatom, the nuclear safety authority, the 
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National Operator for RWM and NGOs. Finally, the category of ideological trust allows 

us to understand trust as a belief that is permeated by ideological orientations. These 

orientations concern wider abstract entities, ideas, values, and politics (Tait 2011; 

Lehtonen and de Carlo 2019; Thomsen and Rafiqi 2020). 

To show what is specific to Russian sense-making of trust, we focus on public 

hearings on siting of the radioactive waste repositories starting from 2011, when the 

Duma adopted the law on radioactive waste management. Public hearings and 

consultations are policy actions deployed in liberal democratic and postsocialist 

countries to persuade communities designated to host nuclear facilities (Aldrich 2008; 

Brunnengräber and Di Nucci 2019). They are therefore an important source for studying 

trust-building discourses even if, as we will see, there are important limitations of 

public hearings in a non-democratic Russian context.  

We analysed the documentation related to eleven public hearings conducted 

between the adoption of the RW law in 2011 until 2020 at several sites designated as 

final repositories of waste (see Table 1). We also relied on technical-scientific 

documentation such as environmental impact assessments submitted to these hearings, 

coverage of the hearings by the local and national press, pronuclear expert platforms 

and other media (PRoAtom.ru, Atomnaia Strategiia) and by environmental NGOs 

(Bellona, Zelionyj Mir/Greenworld). We also conducted, between 2013 and 2019 

roughly 30 semi-structured, qualitative interviews with the experts of Russian nuclear 

organizations and scientific institutions as well NGO activists involved in RWM and in 

related debates in Moscow, Saint-Petersburg, Ekaterinburg, and Sosnovyi Bor.i Finally, 

we draw on some scholarly literature that deals with RWM in Soviet and post-Soviet 

period although such literature is quite limited. Several authors have studied spent 

nuclear fuel management in the Soviet Union (Högselius 2010), legal aspects of RWM 
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in Russia in the 1990s (Maloney-Dunn 1993); conflicts over the import of the spent 

nuclear fuel in the 2000s (Stulberg 2004; Ziegler and Lyon 2002); and the formation of 

a new nuclear waste management system in the 2010s (Jaitner 2018). 

In what follows, we first provide an overview of the history of radioactive waste 

management in Russia that helps to understand historical reasons for distrust and the 

extent of accumulated legacies, and we describe the legal and political context of the 

public hearings on the radioactive waste repositories. We then move to the analysis of 

public hearing discourses to show different ways in which promoters of the project and 

local residents define trust. We argue that the hearings are less about trust building per 

se as they are about accommodating and neutralizing distrust by emphasizing the 

absence of better alternatives. Finally, using the example from hearings, we discuss 

three main dimensions of trust highlighted in this special issue: interpersonal, 

institutional and ideological, as we show the importance of ideological component of 

trust that partially compensate strong institutional distrust. 

The Historical and Political Framework of Radioactive Waste Management 

in Russia 

Since the beginning of the nuclear era, radioactive waste management was never a 

priority. Although this applies to all nuclear nations, the Soviet Union and Russia, 

however, stand out because of the sheer extent of the nuclear program and the 

radioactive contamination it caused. In spite of the supposedly centralized character of 

Soviet political system and planned economy, the creation of a unified system of RWM 

with a national agency responsible for inventorying, monitoring and disposal of all the 

RW lagged until 2010s, that is, significantly behind other nuclear states. 

The dawn of the nuclear age in the 1940s and 1950s saw the mobilization of 

tremendous scientific, material and human resources for Soviet atomic bomb. The 
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urgency of national defense meant prioritizing weapons production over environmental 

and human safety. Radioactive waste was often discharged directly into the 

environment, or poorly stored, and it spread into the surroundings (Evstratov et al. 

2012). This led to a number of small and large-scale environmental disasters with 

significant pollution occurring in all regions of the Soviet military enterprise. The extent 

of the problem was kept secret until decades later (Medvedev 1979; Nikipelov et al. 

1989; Cochran, Norris and Suokko 1993; Brown 2012). The Soviet authorities belatedly 

created an institution dedicated to RWM in 1958, Enterprise 808, that eventually 

became a system of enterprises called ‘Radon’. Ultimately, there were 16 such 

enterprises in Russia and 34 in total in the USSR. But Radon enterprises were 

responsible only for a small fraction of total radioactive waste, namely, the waste 

generated in medicine, research institutions and other organizations outside the nuclear 

fuel cycle and weapons production (Linge 2015, 30). 

In the 1970s and 1980s the nuclear energy program expanded massively; at the 

moment of its breakup in 1991, the USSR had 28 operating reactors. Thus, the number 

of the producers and amounts of RW grew significantly, but still without a 

comprehensive approach or infrastructure for its safe storage and disposal. All liquid 

and solid RW at NPP sites was stored with little if any reprocessing or preparation 

(Bezrukov et al. 2000, 78), including spent nuclear fuel (SNF).  

The RW situation changed dramatically after the Chernobyl disaster and the 

liberalization of the Soviet political regime during perestroika, initiated by the Soviet 

leader Mikhail Gorbachev in 1985. By 1988-1989 the weakening of censorship allowed 

for greater publicity about past disasters and about the attempts of the authorities to 

cover them up. This publicity fueled strong anti-nuclear mobilization and prompted the 

first attempts to understand the scale of the decades of nuclear damage (Dawson 1996). 
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By 1991, on the eve of the Soviet collapse, the newly elected Russian parliament 

adopted a resolution that required a state program to manage RW (Linge 2015, 56). In 

the mid-1990s, the Russian parliament attempted, but failed to adopt a law on RWM. At 

the time the country struggled with the economic, political and social consequences of 

the Soviet collapse that also contributed to a protracted crisis in the nuclear sector.  

In the 2000s and 2010s Russian economy and nuclear industry started to 

recover, which translated into ambitious programs of nuclear power development both 

at home and abroad (Kasperski 2015), and finally led the authorities to tackle the issues 

of RWM. The Duma adopted its law ‘On the handling of radioactive waste…’ (State 

Duma of the Russian Federation 2011) that resulted from more than two decades of 

debate and also involved environmental activists in a limited way (Zolotkov 2010). The 

law established a national system for the management of RW that was generated after 

its adoption with the producers of the waste financially responsible for its handling and 

final isolation. In the 2012, Rosatom, the Russian State Nuclear Energy Corporation 

that includes all Russian nuclear enterprises, research institutions, the nuclear fleet and 

nuclear weapons complex, undertook an inventory that determined Russia had 330 

storage and three disposal facilities for liquid radioactive waste and 1,466 temporary 

storage facilities for solid radioactive waste (NEA 2014, 2). The 2011 law also created a 

new organization, the National Operator for RWM, that announced in October 2013 a 

list of 30 potential sites for long-term repositories and temporary waste storage facilities 

that would all be operational by 2025.  

This RWM system did not include SNF which, as was the case during the Soviet 

period, is still not considered as waste in Russia (Högselius 2010). On top of this, in 

2003, the government passed a law permitting the importation of spent nuclear fuel to 

Russian territory for long-term storage and possible reprocessing. Environmental and 



 

10 

antinuclear activists protested against the law, but eventually the state – and nuclear 

industry – had their way (Ziegler and Lyon 2002; Stulberg 2004). 

These developments coincided with the end of political liberalization of the late 

Soviet and early post-Soviet period, and the gradual reconsolidation of authoritarianism 

under Vladimir Putin, especially in the late 2000s. This authoritarianism, that some 

researchers call ‘electoral’ authoritarianism, is characterized by the presence of 

‘meaningful’ elections with several competing candidates, but where the ‘playing field’ 

is very uneven with unequal access to resources and media, electoral fraud and so on 

(Gel'man 2014, 504; see also Gel'man 2015). More generally, the Russian political 

regime under Putin gradually became a ‘personalist dictatorship’, one where ‘control 

over policy, leadership selection, and the security apparatus is in the hands’ of ‘a 

narrower group centered around an individual dictator’ (Geddes, Wright, and Frantz 

2014, 318). Also important to mention is that starting from the late 2000s, the climate 

for NGOs became increasingly challenging, including harassment and government 

prosecution with the state portraying NGOs as untrustworthy because of their foreign 

ties (Stewart and Dollbaum 2017). 

Russian RWM policy is thus a relatively new instrument that developed in a 

rapidly changing political context. The extant materials reveal nevertheless some 

movement toward more public involvement in RWM, although within an opaque 

system that reflects, in the behaviors and attitudes of officials and nuclear experts, the 

legacy of Soviet-style closed institutions of environmental and technology assessment. 

For instance, there have been changes in legal statutes and practices that allow limited 

public input into RWM decision, which indicates a break from the secrecy of the Soviet 

period. Among these changes are the introduction of such instruments of public 

participation as public hearings during environmental impact assessment (EIA) 
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procedures. The possibility of public participation in nuclear and environmental policy-

making dates to such laws as ‘On the protection of the natural environment’ (1994), ‘On 

nuclear energy use’ (1995), and ‘On the Ecological Expertise’ (1995). However, there is 

no detail about how this public participation should be facilitated, let alone guaranteed. 

Until the mid-2000s public participation in nuclear decision making in general and in 

radioactive waste questions in particular took the form of a handful of referenda 

(Vorob’ev 2005), and several local and national campaigns against the import of the 

spent nuclear fuel in the early 2000s (Ziegler and Lyon 2002; Stulberg 2004). 

In 2000, the State Committee on Ecology adopted ‘provisions’ for 

environmental impact assessments (EIA) that made ‘discussion of a project with the 

public’ a mandatory part of the process of ‘state environmental review’ of a project. 

According to the legislation, this ‘discussion with the public’ could take different forms: 

opinion polls, hearings, or referenda. Yet there have been very few referenda, with the 

main form of discussion being public hearings (Ozharovskii 2017, 18). There is no 

formal definition of the public hearings and their procedure in the national legislation, 

and thus it is up to local authorities to determine it.  

One result is that in the 2000s and 2010s more than three dozen public hearings 

took place on different nuclear projects. They focused on the modernization and license 

extension of Soviet era reactors, new reactor construction, RW storage and disposal 

facilities, decommissioning reactors and the handling of research and military RW 

(Stsiapanau 2019). Curiously, the 2011 law does not mention public participation 

beyond the right to information on relevant issues and prevention of accidents. 

Nevertheless, on the basis of the EIA procedure, the Nuclear Operator has organized 

public hearings on a number of the sites proposed in 2013 for ‘final isolation’ (see 

Table 1). 
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Public hearings take place locally, in the communities where the planned or 

existing facilities are located and remain a rare possibility for stakeholders to discuss 

projects. The real extent of the involvement of different actors and the scope of the 

hearings has differed very much from site to site, depending on the interests and power 

of local elites in managing the process, the availability of information about hearings 

and the level of awareness among citizens, itself dependent on the local media. These 

communities generally host other nuclear enterprises that are essential to the livelihood 

for these communities. Usually these are in so-called ZATOs (closed military cities 

created during Soviet era, Zakrytoe Administrativno-Territorial’noe Obrazovanie, or 

‘closed administrative-territorial formation’ii), accessible only to those people holding a 

special permit.  

Several NGOs have begun actively to monitor the hearings to encourage broader 

public participation, foster exchange of experience and ensure concerted action to 

improve the functioning of the hearings.iii In the 2010s a dozen NGOs produced two 

position papers to express their common views on the safety of nuclear energy 

installations, and the potential role of the public and public hearings in improving the 

situation (Nikitin et al 2017, 21).  

[Table 1 near here]  

In our analysis of the meanings of trust as mobilized in these public hearings we 

relied heavily on four of the hearings in particular: hearings in Sosnovyi Bor in 2013 

regarding near-surface disposal facility for low and intermediate-level radioactive 

waste; hearings in Zheleznogorsk in 2012 and in 2015 for the construction of geological 

disposal for high-level radioactive waste and of an underground research laboratory, 

respectively; and hearings in Seversk in 2018 on the construction of a near-surface 

disposal facility for solid low and intermediate-level radioactive waste. In the case of 



 

13 

Sosnovyi Bor, the video-recording and detailed verbatim of the event were publicly 

available on the website of the NGO Greenworld that took part in the hearings; for the 

three remaining hearings a much shorter version of the proceedings, called ‘reports’ 

(protokoly) of the proceedings were publicly available on the websites of the city 

administration that organized the hearings. Although we do not quote them, as we focus 

in this article only on the siting of new repositories for disposal of waste, we also 

analyzed the official reports of the proceedings for a dozen of other public hearings 

related to the existing RW and SNF sites.iv 

Negotiating trust, accommodating distrust 

One of the distinctive features of public hearings in the context of Russian RWM is that 

different stakeholders who take part in them, as well as the journalists, specialists and 

activists who report on them, do not really see these events as aimed at discussing in 

detail the risks and the safety of a waste repository on a particular site. Hearings appear 

most often as part of a formal procedure that will not influence the decision of building 

the repository nor alter the contents of its environmental impact assessment. The 

hearings, however, often allow for short and emotional statements of trust or distrust by 

the participants. 

The very design of the hearings themselves does not seem to permit discussion 

of the project in detail. The hearings start with several technical presentations followed 

by the time for an exchange between the public, the authorities and specialists 

promoting the projects. The exchange includes comments and questions followed by 

suggestions, all of them are often either too narrow or, on the contrary, too general to be 

responded briefly in a satisfactory way (the time for each question or comment is 

usually limited to five minutes). The questions are often dismissed by the authorities as 

already answered in the presentations or as not relevant to the object of the discussions. 
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For example, during hearings on the research laboratory for a deep geological disposal 

site in Zheleznogorsk in 2015, from 50 questions that were allowed to be asked by the 

audience, almost half were dismissed as ‘already answered previously’ or ‘not relevant’.  

The minutes of these hearings seem to reveal that the promoters of the project did not 

feel comfortable having to respond to the questions of the lay public whom they did not 

see as competent enough to understand the questions or as having a priori negative 

perceptions of the projects. Some of the dismissed questions and comments, indeed, 

expressed general distrust and rejection of the project rather than the intention of 

learning more about specific project details. For instance, participants asked following 

questions:  

Why exactly do we bury waste in our country? Store it at the border!’ ‘Why is such a  

huge, globally unparalleled, potentially deadly facility about to be built in the heart of 

Russia, in a densely populated area near one of Russia's greatest rivers and a city with a 

population of over one million? Why is such a “bomb” being placed under Russia's 

future existence? (Administration of ZATO Zheleznogorsk 2015, 26, 24)  
Similarly, during the 2012 hearings in Zheleznogorsk one participant 

commented on already existing pollution in the city and asked, rhetorically: ‘We have 

our own emissions from several harmful industries, and here is a new project. Waste 

from all over the world will be dumped in one place, what is it like for us to live here, in 

a ZATO?’ (Administration of ZATO Zheleznogorsk 2012, 11). 

From the point of view of the local authorities and industry representatives, 

hearings appear above all as instruments to stage approval for industry projects (Bellona 

2014). They see trust-building as primarily in openness with the public, this openness 

being itself limited to mere readiness of the officials to meet with the local people and 

to share information. For example, during Zheleznogorsk 2015 hearings on the 

construction of the underground laboratory one participant asked about how the public 

could participate in the activities of the future laboratory. Nikita Mediantsev, the head 
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of the Centre for Public and International Relations of the National Operator replied: 

‘The public is already participating in the activities. Regular meetings with 

representatives of public and environmental organizations have been held for two years. 

The National Operator will continue this work’ (Administration of ZATO 

Zheleznogorsk 2015, 17). 

The website of the Zheleznogorsk city administration takes a similar position 

that calling a meeting is sufficient to ensure trust. It features a press-release on such a 

meeting organized in July 2019, called ‘Dialogue with the public on the final isolation 

of radioactive waste’. This public roundtable involved representatives of local 

authorities, RWM institutions, journalists, and NGOs of Krasnoyarsk and Sverdlovsk 

regions. The press-release was titled ‘On the principles of mutual trust’ and quoted 

Alexander Simanovskii, a member of the Krasnoyarsk Legislative Assembly who said 

during the round table: ‘There are several nuclear companies operating in the region, 

and all of them demonstrate a policy of information transparency. I believe this is why 

the level of public trust has significantly increased in recent years’ (Administration of 

ZATO Zheleznogorsk 2019). The mere existence of public meetings and hearings is 

supposed to showcase openness that in turn would guarantee trustworthiness. 

This approach to participation and trust-building is sometimes challenged by the 

opponents of repositories projects. During the hearings in Sosnovyi Bor in 2013, one 

participant insisted: ‘Basically, there is no dialogue with the public at these hearings…it 

is very convenient for the person answering the questions to dismiss them, because, say, 

they are off-topic’ (Greenworld 2013, 60). Many participants suggested that a 

referendum would be a better way to take into account the opinion of the people 

(Greenworld 2013, 63, 66, 68). However, the head of the Sosnovyi Bor city 
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administration insisted that only the hearings allow to really inform people about the 

project so they understand it:  

In a referendum, the question is formulated and people make decisions without knowing 

what the issue is about, because in a referendum there is no such procedure that would 

allow to get the opinion of experts, as we do now [during these hearings], through a 

plurality of reports, a plurality of information…Therefore, let us not replace 

communication with the people with ordinary automatic voting in a referendum 

(Greenworld 2013, 43). 

Moreover, in the discourses of the nuclear officials and local authorities the 

public plays a role of a passive receptacle of scientific knowledge about already proven 

safety for people and the environment. As a consequence, public criticism or distrust are 

framed as the result of a ‘deficit’ in understanding of complex nuclear objects by lay 

persons, a deficit to be addressed through dissemination of information - hearings – for 

the general public.v In a 2015 interview with a Russian news agency, Oleg Kriukov, 

Rosatom’s director for state policy on RWM, asserted that people have ‘all sorts of 

phobias’ with regard to RW disposal facilities, but these fears were lower for people 

who lived nearby nuclear sites because they had ‘more objective and reliable 

information about the nuclear power industry.’ He touted the openness of hearings and 

the need to be patient with the public, and suggested that those who opposed the 

facilities were distorting information and misleading the public (RIA Novosti 2015). 

The late Soviet-era term of ‘radiophobia’ has again gained currency among local 

authorities or spokespeople of nuclear enterprises to describe public concerns (Gorin 

2013; Dela.ru 2018). 

If industry representatives see trust as a result of information openness, local 

residents, especially those who criticize the project, define their trust and distrust above 

all in terms of care for hosting communities. The theme that appears most often during 

the hearings concern the potential social and economic benefits of a project for local 
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people. Some participants regret the disappearance of the Soviet era arrangements when 

local nuclear enterprises were part of the state ministries and responsible for the local 

social infrastructure. During the Sosnovyi Bor 2013 hearings one participant explained 

local opposition to the RW disposal facility in the following way:  

In my opinion, [it happens] because the organization that started building the nuclear 

power plant, our city, that is, the Atomic Energy Ministry and the Ministry of Medium 

Machine Building, is a completely different organization, it has nothing in common 

with today's Rosatom. Why, at that time, did these organizations build and maintain 

homes, schools, kindergartens, medicine, yes, even roads? We were taken care of as 

workers. Now all this social welfare is dismissed as non-profitable assets. You see, you 

and I are non-profitable assets (Greenworld 2013, 63). 

The possibility of investments appears instrumental in the attempts to 

accommodate distrust of local population and to negotiate its resigned acceptance of the 

project. Participants ask about what nuclear industry is ready to contribute to local 

roads, energy production, water supply, medical and social infrastructure, whether the 

residents can obtain reduced rates on electricity, new jobs or additional medical check-

ups. For example, during 1 November 2018 hearings about a RW disposal in Seversk, 

one participant, a retiree, pointed out to the lack of compensation for the residents of 

Seversk as the reason he opposed the project. He indicated the necessity to invest in the 

construction of a new water intake, biological wastewater treatment facilities, 

modernization of sewage systems and heating circuits. He called for ‘the need to change 

the quality of life of the residents of the city for the better’ (Administration of ZATO 

Seversk 2018, 8). 

Representatives of the local authorities, defending the projects, refer to the 

absence of legislation that would provide for direct compensations, but insist that 

Rosatom is nevertheless willing to spend money on costly local projects. At 2013 

hearings the head of city authority of Sosnovyi Bor, Puliaevskii, mentioned several 

Rosatom’s investments in local infrastructure, such as reconstruction of local gas boiler 
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station and improvement of city’s water supply system, emphasizing that their costs 

were much bigger than the cost of RW facility. ‘This is the money that Rosatom 

invested, it invests its own money, and there is really nothing more to say here’ 

(Greenworld 2013, 34). 

The project promoters also like to emphasize the lack of better alternatives or of 

any alternatives at all, to building a local RW repository. For example, during the 

Sosnovyi Bor hearings representatives of the National Operator urged the public not to 

relegate problems to future generations. The head of the RW authority explained that 

the choice of Sosnovyi Bor is motivated by the principle of the maximum proximity to 

the places of waste production and accumulation: ‘We must face the truth, the amount 

of radioactive waste that is accumulated in the Leningrad Region is a serious problem 

and a problem that requires a solution. [Let us] not shift the responsibility’ (Greenworld 

2013, 7-9). Environmental activist and the head of the Russian branch of the Norwegian 

NGO Bellona, Aleksandr Nikitin, who regularly participates in the public hearings on 

RW, also insists that disposing the waste near the places where it is produced is the only 

reasonable choice: there are qualified specialists and relevant expertise on the spot. He 

insists that ‘such disposal in another region would cause even greater dissatisfaction of 

the local residents’ (Administration of ZATO Seversk 2018, 10). During hearings in 

2015 in Zheleznogorsk he reminded the participants that the transporting RW over long 

distances meant a significant increase in costs, including electricity prices, and in this 

case the compensations and benefits for hosting communities were ‘out of question’ 

(Administration of ZATO Zheleznogorsk 2015, 16). 

The critics of the project often admit that there is no other way than to bury 

waste locally. During Sosnovyi Bor hearings one participant criticizing the project 

exclaimed: ‘Please understand that we are well aware that radioactive waste must be 
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buried, disposed of, and so on’. But he objected to the way Rosatom officials 

disrespected the opinion of local nuclear specialists and tried to manipulate local public 

in preparation of the hearings (Greenworld 2013, 64). 

Here it is important to mention that the perception of the lack of viable 

alternatives is connected to the territorial organization of nuclear infrastructure in 

Russia, for instance, its strong geographic concentration in such areas connected to 

nuclear military industry as ZATOs. Among the 11 hearings on RW disposal sites 

chosen by the National Operator, nine took place in ZATOs (see Table 1). Many of the 

non-closed mono-industrial cities connected with nuclear industry share the features of 

the ZATOs in terms of a strong local identity and high dependence on the nuclear 

industry. Some local residents use hearings to express support to additional nuclear 

facilities in the cities. As one enthusiastic supporter of the future underground facility in 

Zheleznogorsk put it during the 2015 hearings:  

Zheleznogorsk is an atomic city, and atomic projects are important for the city. The 

underground laboratory means several thousand jobs at the construction stage and 

several hundred jobs at the operation stage. Underground laboratory construction means 

tax revenues to the local budget and development of local infrastructure (Administration 

of ZATO Zheleznogorsk 2015, 15). 

Other participants are less positive about the lack of viable alternatives to the 

nuclear futures of their communities. For example, during 2012 hearings in 

Zheleznogorsk, one retired former employee of the local nuclear enterprise, referred to a 

situation of ‘hopelessness artificially created by the [Rosatom] corporation’, a situation, 

where everyone is subordinate to their boss and cannot act in their own interest 

(Administration of ZATO Zheleznogorsk 2012, 7). A participant of the hearings in 

Zheleznogorsk in 2015 expressed fears that the town's residents ‘would become 

hostages of the area’ once the disposal facility is built (Administration of ZATO 

Zheleznogorsk 2015, 15).  
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At the same time, those who oppose the project usually do not believe that their 

resistance will prevent building the repository site. In their statements, however, the 

critics tend to focus on negotiating an increase in benefits in exchange for a project that 

will be implemented despite their opposition. One participant in the hearings in 

Zheleznogorsk expressed his fears that the planned underground laboratory will be 

ultimately transformed into a final repository site and receive wastes from abroad 

(although formally the import of RW is prohibited by national legislation). He 

continued by suggesting to National Operator ‘to conduct annual health monitoring of 

the inhabitants of Zheleznogorsk and other towns affected by the facility, to provide 

free treatment for serious diseases, [and] to reduce bills for heating’. The city 

administration, he insisted, should create a special commission to ‘study proposals of 

city residents in order to create acceptable living conditions for future generations in the 

city’ (Administration of ZATO Zheleznogorsk 2015, 13). Another participant worried 

about the seismicity in the region and doubted there was the need to build a new 

research laboratory instead of using existing ones to analyze samples. He also called for 

the creation of an initiative group that would negotiate with Rosatom ‘to ensure that the 

benefits to the city from the implementation of the project are real’ and mentioned 

existing problems in Zheleznogorsk in the area of employment, medicine, and 

electricity prices (Administration of ZATO Zheleznogorsk 2015, 15). 

In spite of the seemingly diverging views of what should be an important factor 

of trust, openness of information or care about local communities, and strong 

expressions of distrust during hearings, the majority of the participants usually vote in 

favor of a project at the end of the hearings. This was the case in Zheleznogorsk during 

both hearings related to underground research laboratory: in 2012, of the 276 

participants, 179 voted in support of the project and 12 against it; in July 2015, of 434 
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participants, 254 voted for and 49 against the facility (Administration of ZATO 

Zheleznogorsk 2015, 31; Kireeva 2012). Sosnovyi Bor hearings could have been a rare 

exception of this rule, but the organizers of the hearings did not allow participants to 

vote. In the other cases, where the results of the vote where in favor of the project, can 

we conclude that the promises of benefits and the perceived lack of better alternatives 

were sufficient to accommodate existing distrust and insure acceptance of the project? 

In order better to understand this seeming contradiction we suggest looking at the 

different levels of trust, interpersonal, institutional and ideological and their 

interconnections, as they are mobilized by supporters and critics of the project to 

negotiate acceptance. 

Interpersonal, Institutional and Ideological Dimensions of (Dis)trust 

One of the important contradictions that we can observe when we look at different 

levels of trust in the public discourses in support or against the repository facility during 

public hearings is the opposition between interpersonal trust and institutional distrust. 

Discourses contain many references to particularized trust towards local nuclear 

specialists, workers and retirees of nuclear enterprises, scientists, some of the elected 

officials and other fellow members of local nuclear communities. It is important to 

recall that both in Soviet times and since, the inhabitants of the atomic mono-industrial 

cities, especially the above mentioned ZATOs, have shared a strong sense of common 

identity, have enjoyed privileged status in terms of social welfare and material goods, 

and professional and social prestige (Mel'nikova 2006; Kutepova and Tsepilova 2007; 

Emeliantseva 2011; Brown 2013). Local authorities and residents have opposed 

proposals to ‘open’ closed cities and eliminate their special status (Belov and Mal'kov 

2015). Trust or distrust in the repository projects is therefore often defined during 

hearings as an extension of the interpersonal trust in other members of these tightly knit 
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and closed communities. The promoters of the project often appeal to the participants as 

to their fellow nuclear specialists who are also sharing their technical knowledge of 

proposals. During the hearings in Sosnovyi Bor in December 2013, the vice director of 

the National Operator Nikolai Lobanov expressed his conviction that the local 

population understood the need to build the disposal facility and would support the 

project. Indeed, he insisted, ‘in this region live competent and knowledgeable people’ 

(Greenworld 2013, 9). During Zheleznogorsk 2015 hearings a participant reported that 

he was against the development of nuclear power, but was convinced it was necessary 

to build a final disposal facility to bury already accumulated waste that is unsafe to keep 

on surface. He supported building it in Zheleznogorsk where it would be safer than 

elsewhere because competent local specialists would better control project 

implementation (Administration of ZATO Zheleznogorsk 2015, 16).  

At the same time, we see expressions of strong distrust of institutions. There are 

no survey data on trust in the nuclear institutions, and it is not clear whether Russian 

citizens in general, and residents of nuclear sites in particular, know and distinguish 

between different nuclear institutions, for instance nuclear regulatory and waste-

management institutions. Granted, neither the Russian regulator Rostekhnadzor (the 

Federal Environmental, Technological and Nuclear Inspection Agency) nor the National 

Operator have established themselves as strong independent institutions with regard to 

Rosatom (Kasperski 2015; Stsiapanau 2019). However, analysis of the discussions 

during public hearings seem to indicate a lack of trust in them, in particular the National 

Operator and the competence of its personnel (Greenworld 2013; Vasiutin 2018). This 

distrust towards nuclear-sector authorities tends to be formulated in terms of lack of ties 

with local nuclear communities: the main line of division, indeed, appears to be between 

trusted local specialists and residents, on the one hand, and distrusted representatives of 



 

23 

distant institutions, on the other. Hearing participants often disavow National Operator’s 

and officials as people from ‘away’ merely representing vested interests of their 

institution. Similarly, participants have criticized local authorities who defend RW 

projects for being corrupted by nuclear organizations in Moscow. 

During the 2013 hearings, a radiochemist working in the Aleksandrov Research 

Institute of Technology in Sosnovyi Bor (also part of Rosatom’s corporation) 

announced that as a scientist he was convinced that the radioactive waste must be buried 

locally. However, he expressed his surprise that the organizers of the hearings invited 

external specialists and not his fellow colleagues from the institute, whom he knew 

personally as competent specialists of RWM technologies: ‘ 

Why did the city administration, in fact, show disrespect to the professional community 

of scientists and engineers living and working in Sosnovyi Bor, trading their 

understanding of the subject and experience in the field of RAW handling for the songs 

of visiting performers who do not care what they sing about, if only for the money, so to 

speak?’ (Greenworld 2013, 73). 

He continued insisting that this indicated that the city administration was acting in the 

interests of outside businesses:  

If the city leaders lack qualifications and determination to resist the pressure of the 

private sector on issues of ensuring unconditional safety - and I do not see people from 

Sosnovyi Bor here [among them]- they should be ready to honestly admit it and leave 

(Greenworld 2013, 74-75). 

During the 2012 and 2015 hearings in Zheleznogorsk participants pointed out 

that the proposed project of underground research laboratory and disposal facility had 

previously received foreign funding and voiced suspicion that it would therefore serve 

primarily foreign interests. One of the participants expressed in 2012 his conviction that 

what was really discussed during the hearings was a project for an international nuclear 

waste disposal site. He asked:  

Is it true that the surveys for this facility were carried out with the money of the USA, 

Finland and Japan (in 1997-1999)? The benefits of foreign countries-suppliers of 
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radioactive waste are obvious, but what are the benefits for residents of the ZATO, as 

well as residents of towns and cities that are located in the 60-km zone?’ 

(Administration of ZATO Zheleznogorsk 2012, 11). 

The goal of the promoters of the project therefore is to persuade local residents 

that the repository of waste is not a project in the interests of a particular nuclear 

business, private sector or foreign states, but is above all in the interest of Russian state 

and people. To negotiate local acceptance of the project the promoters attempt to 

mobilize ideological dimensions of trust, defining repository project as crucial for the 

development of Russian nuclear science and technology and important for Russian 

superpower status. During the Sosnovyi Bor hearings in 2013, the director of the 

Geological Institute in Saint-Petersburg insisted scientific research conducted on the site 

provided all evidence that hydrogeological conditions ensured ‘complete isolation of 

RW from impacts on the environment and humans’, at the same time as the creation of 

the RW disposal site would give great impulse ‘to the development of advanced 

technologies for handling RW’ (Greenworld 2013, 21). During the hearings on the 

underground laboratory in Zheleznogorsk an official similarly insisted that the facility 

would be unique, ‘a modern science and technology complex’, that would ‘become a 

center of the advanced research in the world science’ (Administration of ZATO 

Zheleznogorsk 2015, 18). 

The power of the Russian state and the excellence of its scientific institutions are 

invoked to convince local residents that the project will be protected from private and 

foreign interests. For example, during 2013 hearings, the head of the Sosnovyi Bor 

administration pointed to state’s control as the best guarantee when asked how one 

would prevent local nuclear enterprises from importing RW from other regions and 

countries:  

The Russian nuclear industry is practically the only remaining state-owned industry, it 

is a 100% state-owned industry in the Russian Federation. In other words, everything 
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done within the nuclear industry is the state's responsibility and control. There are no 

commercial interests of foreign or domestic enterprises. Everything done here is in the 

state interests. … There are hundreds of institutes that are involved in this … There is 

no other, better control. Not even the people's control (Greenworld 2013, 31-33). 

As previous research shows, since the beginning of the atomic era, Soviet 

nuclear research and industrial achievements were promoted as proof of Soviet 

technical, political and economic grandeur (Josephson 1996; Schmid 2006). After the 

dissolution of the Soviet Union, and recovery from the economic and political crises 

that the Soviet collapse engendered, the Russian government proposed a series of bold 

nuclear energy development programs. As unrealistic as they were, they conveyed the 

image of Russia's technological greatness, including its international influence through 

the export of nuclear technologies, all based on a belief in a glorious Soviet past and a 

vision of the present and future modern and technologically advanced Russia (Kasperski 

2015).  

There is still important support for nuclear power on the national level, and great 

nostalgia for the big science and technology of the Soviet era, especially for space and 

nuclear programs. Keeping this ideological dimension in focus, understandings of 

Russian distrust in institutions become nuanced. If, as noted, Russians have the lowest 

world level of trust in their political institutions, some institutions are more trusted than 

others, and they all have connections to the nuclear industry while also usually position 

themselves as crucial to ensuring Russia’s superpower status. Indeed, three institutions 

seem to enjoy rather high levels of trust in contemporary Russia during the last two 

decades: the presidency, the military and the Orthodox Church (Levada Center 2018). 

These institutions are also the ones that have most strongly supported the development 

of the Russian nuclear industry in which the military and civilian sectors – and their 

politics - are strongly intertwined.vi They actively promote the national ideology of 

Russia’s status as a scientific and military power. President Putin’s support for the 
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nuclear weapons sector, nuclear power and the export of nuclear technologies is crucial 

to his effort to maintain and reinforce Russia’s nuclear superpower status (Aron 2013). 

The Russian Orthodox Church is also heavily involved in the armed forces, especially 

in nuclear weapons community, and has positioned itself as ‘one of the main guardians 

of the state’s nuclear potential’ (Adamsky 2019, 3). Conversely, the institutions 

Russians trust the least – NGOs and the media (Edelman Trust Barometer 2019, 38, 41) 

– are also the ones most likely to provide citizens with information on the potential 

deficiencies, problems and risks, on environmental and public health impacts of the 

RWM sites and policies, and on alternatives to nuclear energy. 

Ultimately, nostalgia for nuclear superpower status has allowed for the 

reframing of the problem of nuclear waste accumulated during Soviet times as part of a 

‘heritage’ of the great scientific and military successes in the Soviet era, and of the 

heroic effort to create atomic weapons in response to the hegemonic American threat, 

rather than an environmental disaster or a sign of national failure. This reframing 

occurred in parallel with Russian state and international efforts to inventory all the sites 

of radioactive waste and contamination left from the USSR (Kasperski 2019). In this 

regard, RW appears in discussions not as pollution produced by a particular enterprise, 

but as something linked to the nation’s glorious nuclear past and to its present nuclear 

might. It is framed as a shared duty among citizens and industry to find solutions to 

nation’s nuclear waste. The head of National Operator Poliakov declared at public 

hearing on the waste repository in Sosnovyi Bor in 2013:  

The main commitment that the Motherland has made is the transition to the practice of 

final isolation of radioactive waste. The state explicitly stated – ‘we're not going to 

accumulate problems for the future, we're going to move to the final stage’… We are 

obliged, on behalf of the Motherland, to bury radioactive waste that results from the use 

of nuclear energy’ (Greenworld 2013,7).  
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Conclusion  

Even if there are no quantitative data that provide evidence of Russians’ 

attitudes towards RWM, our qualitative analysis of the public hearings on disposal 

siting suggests that in spite of strong support for nuclear energy local residents show 

little trust in RWM policies of Russian nuclear institutions. Public hearings in this 

context appear as rhetorical exercises rather aimed at accommodating distrust. This 

accommodation is expressed in the narratives and arguments that are forms of 

resignation similar to what researchers have coined as Russians’ ‘resigned acceptance’ 

of the undemocratic political regime ‘being viewed as far from ideal but having more 

support than any alternative regime’ (Rose, Munro, and Mishler 2004, 197). The 

resigned acceptance therefore reflects the belief in the absence of viable or desirable 

alternatives, a belief that is communicated during the public hearings. The lack of 

choice is reinforced by the dependence of local residents on the nuclear enterprises that 

anchor their communities financially and otherwise, and reflects the strong social and 

economic ties in the already ‘nuclearized’ communities chosen as potential hosts for 

future waste sites. The mistrust of NGOs and activists and, more generally, the political 

climate that severely limits expressions of dissent, make it all the more difficult for 

alternatives to be articulated in public spaces. 

Furthermore, the particular meanings of trust articulated during the hearings - 

such as the particularized trust in members of the same community and intense distrust 

of outsiders, commitments to larger ideological goals, the focus on care for residents’ 

quality of life and health, and citizens’ fears that their welfare would be sacrificed to 

corporate and private profits – these meanings show both the persistence and the erosion 

of the kind of “social contract” that existed during the Soviet period between state and 

nuclear authorities, on the one side, and the residents of the mono-industrial nuclear 

cities, on the other (Storm and Kasperski 2017). This social contract was based on high 
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level of state investments in the city and the nuclear enterprises, and great secrecy but 

also the high prestige of the nuclear specialists and other residents. In exchange of their 

loyalty and commitment to state goals during the Cold War, these residents enjoyed 

important privileges in terms of social welfare and distribution of goods and services 

(Šliavaitė 2005, Emeliantseva 2011, Wendland 2015). After the Soviet collapse, 

followed by a series of economic and political crises, and finally the progressive 

adaptation of the nuclear industry to market economy, local residents lost many 

privileges of their former “nuclear way of living” (Wendland 2015) and the profit-based 

operation of enterprises in nuclear cities that was previously hidden in appeals to 

patriotism and the Motherland became more obvious to residents, unsettling the trust 

even further.  

Public hearings indicate that local residents worry that Rosatom officials and 

local authorities are committed more to their own profits than to the welfare of the local 

communities. Yet these residents are still sensitive to arguments about their 

communities’ special status and mission of contributing to the greatness of the nation 

and protecting it from foreign threats and criticism. This strong interconnection between 

the particularized and ideological dimensions of trust thus likely prevents resigned 

acceptance of RWM in local communities from being transformed into active distrust. 

 

                                                
i In order to ensure full anonymity of our respondents we do not quote directly from the 
ii In 2019, there were 38 ZATOs in Russia. On the Soviet history of the ZATO see Siddiqi 2012. 
iii See reports on hearings by the Russian chapter of the Norwegian foundation Bellona at 
https://bellona.ru/obzor-slushaniy/ and on the website of “Bezopasnost ’RAO” (RW Safety) at 
http://bezrao.ru/hearings.  
iv Given the nature of the increasingly authoritarian Russian polity, and also the secrecy which 
has surrounded the Russian nuclear enterprise in spite of its efforts to appear more ‘open’ to 
public scrutiny, it must be noted that it is extremely difficult to locate and access entire 
transcripts or recordings of public meetings, if any such materials even exist. We believe, 
however, that the richness of the sources we have located enable us to explore different 
meanings of ‘trust’ in Russia regarding management of RW in this article. 
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v For a critical analysis of the “deficit” approach to “public understanding” of science and 
technology see Bucchi and Neresini 2008; Rodríguez, Rué and López 2013.  
vi On the close relationship between the civilian and military nuclear sectors in Russia see 
Cooper 2000 and Mukhatzhanova 2007.  
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