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a b s t r a c t

It was shown that along the Eastern Ural Radioactive Trace central axis, about 100 km in length, decrease
of the 90Sr and 137Cs deposition densities in soil samples may be described as an exponential function. At
the western and eastern periphery of the trace, 90Sr contents in soils approached to the background level
due to global fallout. 90Sr and 137Cs concentrations in seeds of some herbaceous plants have been de-
termined. The radionuclide concentrations and the resulting dose loads upon plant seeds showed an
excess over the background level of about two or three orders of magnitude.
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1. Introduction

One of the most serious nuclear accidents took place in the South
Urals in 1957. About 74 PBq of radioactive substances were released
into the atmosphere, resulting in the formation of the Eastern Ural
Radioactive Trace (EURT). During the first years after the accident, in
the frame of complex program ‘‘Mirage’’ (1958–1960), there re-
ceived information on radionuclide concentrations in different soils,
accumulation and transport of those into different plant and animal
species. The dose loads upon biota and humans were estimated
(Experimental Scientific Research, 2005). Nine years later, the
Eastern Ural State Radioactive Reserve (EUSRR) was established in
the frontal part of this trace and actually became the test ground for
experiments in nature. With time, 90Sr left as the main contaminant,
short-living radionuclides already decayed. On the other hand, EURT
area was also polluted from some other sources. Since the beginning
1951 the small, natural Lake Karachay has been used for a deposition
of medium-level radioactive waste. In 1967 from a strip exposed
by drought along the shore of this Lake silt and fine sand were raised
by wind. In this case the territory of EURT was again subjected by
contamination with radionuclides. The 137Cs was predominant in
the composition of this contamination (Aarkrog et al., 1997).

For reasons of secrecy only fragmentary data were included in
accessible publications, usually without indicating the place and
conditions of its contamination (Klement et al., 1968). In the af-
termath of the Chernobyl accident in 1986 unclassified information
on contamination events in Southern Urals was released (Nikipelov
et al., 1990). From 1993, complex radioecological studies are pro-
cessed in the EURT zone (Yachmenev and Isaeva, 1996; Eastern
Urals Radioactive Trace, 2000; Molchanova and Karavaeva, 2001;
Pozolotina, 2003). The present study is a continuation of the former
research conducted in collaboration with RISO National Laboratory,
in which reported on radionuclide inventories in the EURT (Aarkrog
et al., 1997). The first investigation did not consider contamination
levels in the head part of the trace that coincide with the reserve
area, which is explained by missing the relevant data.

The aim of this work have been to evaluate recent deposition
densities in soils, distribution of radionuclides between ecosystem
components as impact as buffer parts of trace along the contami-
nation gradient and to estimate the dose loads upon seed embryos
in some plant species.

2. Material and methods

With concern to the principle of ranging of the contaminated areas, three
transects were established: a central one coinciding with EURT central axis, and the
western and eastern ones, through the periphery parts of the EURT (Fig. 1). Two
zones were distinguished within the central transect area: an impact one corre-
sponding to the EUSRR area (6–30 km long) and a buffer zone within 30–100 km
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along the EURT central axis. On the territory of study there are forests, small birch
groves, meadows with herbs and grasses, arable lands and old-ploughed fields be-
came overgrown with weeds. Sedge-and-grass communities cover the lake banks.
The background plots were selected beyond the polluted zone. They were similar by
their soil and ecological features. Two or three soil profiles were examined for each
of the selected plots. Plant vegetative mass and seeds of some herbaceous species
were sampled near to the soil profiles.

Concentrations of 90Sr in all samples were determined radiochemically, from the
content of daughter 90Y, and 137Cs was determined using a Canberra multichannel
gamma-analyzer with a semiconductor detector. The statistical error of measure-
ments did not exceed 15%, and the radionuclide detection limit was 1 Bq/kg. Data on
90Sr and 137Cs in seeds were used to calculate dose loads upon the most sensitive
ontogeny phases in wild herbs.

3. Results and discussion

3.1. The deposition densities and spatial distribution of
radionuclides in EURT soils

Fig. 2 shows the contamination density of the radionuclides in
the soils within the central transect, differently distant from the
plant of ‘‘Mayak’’. For the contamination density, it was agreed to
consider the amount of radionuclides stored within a 0–40-cm soil
layer. It was shown 90Sr store in impact zone soils decreased with
distance from the place of accident, from 25 000 to 4000�kBq/m2; in
the buffer zone the values decreased from 3000 to 70 kBq/m2. It
appeared that depositions decrease after the exponential function:
y¼ 13 687e�0.0605x; with coefficient of determination R2¼ 0.814.
One should notice that even 100 km away from the contamination
source, 90Sr stock in the soils was over 20 times higher than the level
of control values varying from 1.5 to 1.8 kBq/m2, both according to
the UNSCEAR data and our estimates (Aarkrog et al., 1997).

Just near to the accident epicenter (6 km), 137Cs stock in soils
was 670 kBq/m2. Farther away from the ‘‘Mayak’’ plant, its values
decreased gradually. At the distances over 30 km the contamina-
tion density varied within 5–10 kBq/m2. The 137Cs deposition
density (within the central transect) also approximates exponential
function: y¼ 138.45e�0.0362x, at R2¼ 0.538. The total amount of
137Cs decreased, but spatial distribution of this element showed an
irregular pattern. For example, some samples collected in places,

close to each other revealed the values of 137Cs stock differing at
about 10 times. Heterogeneity of the contamination levels may be
due to radionuclide input from some other sources, mainly because
of wind-dispersion of dried sediments from shores of Karachay.

Fig. 1. The sketch map of the investigation region. Central transect: 1 – impact zone; 2 – buffer zone; 3 – western transect; 4 – eastern transect.

Fig. 2. Contamination density of EURT soils with the distance from accident place: (A)
impact zone, (B) buffer zone.
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To reveal features of the radionuclides’ distribution pattern in the
soil cover of impact and buffer areas, we examined the watershed
and bank areas of lakes. Table 1 presents the data for one impact plot
situated near the Berdenysh lake (55�480N, 60�510E) and those for
two buffer plots, one in the vicinity of the Sungul lake (56�220N,
61�450E) and another at the Tygysh lake (56�210N, 61�330E).

One can see that the impact plot demonstrated high heteroge-
neity of radionuclides’ contamination. The lowest stocks have been
registered in often-flooded nearest to bank zone. Farther from the
water edge, radionuclides’ contents increased, as well as the
90Sr/137Cs ratio in soils. In the watershed area, the highest 90Sr stock
was found in the native soil of a dry meadow.

In the buffer zone, gradient of the radionuclides’ contamination
was not evident enough. However, one can mark a significant
increase of 90Sr content in soils of the lake shores (tSt> 3.9 at
t0.05¼ 2.6). The found distinctions in distribution of radionuclides
may be due to the following factors. At the territory of EUSRR no
anthropogenic load exists. High density of the vegetation cover and
deficient moisturing in summer limited run-off in the watershed
area. Thus, the excessive moistening soils of the bank zone
intensified the radionuclides’ migration (Karavaeva and
Molchanova, 1979), as a result, processes of self-decontamination
predominating. In the buffer zone, intensive agricultural using of
watershed areas increases water and wind erosion of soils, mean-
while resulted in redistribution of radionuclides and accumulation
of those in by-lake depressions.

Western and eastern transects of the EURT represented
populated territories; samples were collected in the settlement
outskirts. In the contiguous with the reserve areas, the soil cover
revealed higher contamination density for 90Sr, about 40–80 kBq/
m2 at the western boundary, and 30–50 kBq/m2 at the eastern one.
In both western and eastern transects, average 90Sr stock varied
within 1.5–4.5 kBq/m2 (Fig. 3). The 137Cs content in soil plots
examined in the eastern sector varied within 3–9 kBq/m2, and only
in some cases reached value of 12–20 kBq/m2. In EURT western
part, 137Cs deposition densities were higher than those in the
eastern one. It indicated the additional input of 137Cs from some
other sources, probably due to wind transport from the lake
Karachay (Aarkrog et al., 1997).

At earlier stages of the accident trace formation the nuclear fall-
outs were delayed by the plant cover and thin top soil. Over 50-years
period, due to the migration processes, both spatial and vertical
redistributions of radionuclides in the soil occurred. Now in EURT

impact and buffer zones the 20-cm soil layer. It keeps 85–92% of the
total 90Sr and 137Cs stocks. Thus, these radionuclides characterize
low mobility in the soil profiles. Firmly absorbed in soils, radionu-
clides generated additional dose loads upon living organisms.

3.2. Transport of radionuclides into plants and evaluation of the
absorbed doses upon seed embryos

Previously we have shown (Pozolotina et al., 2005) that in the
impact zone, concentrations of the main contaminator (90Sr) in
aboveground parts of the herbaceous plant species were by 3–4
orders of magnitude higher than those in buffer and background
zones, but the corresponding coefficients of accumulation were
significantly lower. This may be due to either physical–chemical
state of the radionuclides in soils, or due to biological peculiarities
of plants adapted to life at the contaminated conditions. For ex-
ample, Zheleznov et al. (2002) have shown that accumulation of
90Sr by plants directly correlates with its contents in the soil,
whereas the accumulation is controlled by the plant genotype
within the same contamination density. In different populations of
the Eastern Ural Radioactive Trace zone shifts of portion of plants
with the high and low accumulation abilities were recorded.

The corresponding distinctions in 90Sr contents have been also
revealed in plant seeds collected in EURT different plots and
background areas. The highest 90Sr concentrations in seeds were
found in plants growing at the impact plot. In seeds from the buffer
plot the values were lower by 1–3 orders of magnitude, and they
were hardly detectible in seeds of the control samples (Table 2). The
highest concentrations of 137Cs were also determined in seeds from
impact zone.

The absorbed dose rate was calculated as M ¼ q1Lð90Srþ90YÞþ
q2Lð137CsÞ, where q1 and q2 are the specific activities of each
radionuclide in plant seeds, and L is the absorbed dose (cGy/s)
produced by this radionuclide within the homogeneously
contaminated volume at q0¼ 3.7�104 Bq/g (Gorshkov, 1967).
Although the model is simple, it enables to evaluate, with a fair
degree of confidence, absorbed doses for plant seeds and compares
levels of radiation dose loads in various EURT locations, including
background areas.

Table 2 demonstrates that in the impact zone dose loads upon
embryos per month due to the radionuclides incorporated in
seeds are by 3–4 orders of magnitude higher than those in the
background samples (the significance of differences between
populations, c2¼18.33, df¼ 2, p¼ 0.0001). High variety of
absorbed doses upon seeds in the impact zone may be related to

Table 1
Stock of radionuclides in soils of different plots of landscape

Plot Distance from
the water
edge (m)

90Sr
(kBq/m2)

137Cs
(kBq/m2)

90Sr/137Cs

Impact zone
Berdenysh lake
South-western bank 1 270� 52 58� 10 4.6

4 2333� 630 207� 48 11.3
20 16 690� 354 699� 180 23.9

Watershed area:
Upland herb-grass

meadow, native
150 13 888� 290 401� 95 34.6

Anthropogenically
disturbed

150 9455� 270 249� 63 38.0

Birch forest 300 8152� 86 310� 86 26.3

Buffer zone
North-western bank

of Sungul’ lake
10 22.7� 9.3 10.8� 3.5 2.1

Northern bank
of Tygish lake

10 34.3� 9.8 13.6� 3.0 2.5

Watershed area:
Pasture 200 13.0� 5.0 13.3� 3.8 1.0

Fig. 3. 90Sr contamination densities in soils of EURT transects. Sampling points situ-
ated in order of increasing distance from the accident point.
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different concentrations of 90Sr and 137Cs in soils of micro-
localities. Besides, it may be caused by peculiarities of the
radionuclides’ accumulation in different plant species. One can
see that maximum absorbed dose was found in Sanguisorba
officinalis L., as 90Sr concentration in the soil upper layer of this
habitat averaged 300 kBq/kg. The lowest absorbed dose has been
registered in Plantago major L., where 90Sr concentration in the
soil of micro-locality equals 89 kBq/kg. Among all studied species,
Urtica dioica L. accumulated the greatest amounts of 90Sr and
137Cs (Pozolotina et al., 2005).

To calculate the dose loads, we took into account the absorbed
doses provided by the radionuclides incorporated in seeds.
Besides, dose rate of external g-radiation was measured using
a dose-meter DRG-01T. Accepting to coefficient of absorption for
biological tissues (0.96), absorbed doses by the embryos per month
were calculated. They were 6.9–7.2�10�2 mGy on the background
area, 10.4–13.8� 10�2 on the buffer plots, and 13.8–117.5�10�2 on
the impact territories. Absorbed doses within the EURT might be
referred as the ‘‘low doses’’ category. Nevertheless, due to long-
termed irradiation, they were shown to cause different biological
effects described in a series of publications (Shevchenko et al.,
2000; Pozolotina et al., 2005; Ul’yanova and Pozolotina, 2006).

4. Conclusion

Terrestrial ecosystems within EURT zone were examined
regarding their radioecological conditions. Within the EURT central
axis, about 100 km long, the radioactive contamination of soils
decreased with the distance from the accident point and fairly
described by an exponential function. Maximum stocks of 90Sr
(25 000 kBq/m2) and 137Cs (670 kBq/m2) have been registered
within the soil cover at a distance of about 6 km away from the
accident epicenter. At the western and eastern periphery of the
trace area within EUSRR, 90Sr contents in soils made 30–80 kBq/m2,
and beyond the reserve boundaries the values slightly exceeded the
background level.

Radionuclide concentrations were examined in seeds of some
herbs growing within the EURT zone. It was shown that in the seeds
sampled from impact populations, 90Sr values were significantly
higher than writing as the background level (by 2–4 orders of
magnitude). These plants revealed 90Sr discrimination in the link:
vegetative mass – seeds. Dose loads upon seed embryos in impact
plants exceeded those of the background level by 3–4 orders of
magnitude; they were about 10 times higher than the
corresponding values in the buffer zone plants.
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a DL (detection limit).
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