
Chernobyl

A study in change detection over 20 years
using SPOT imagery

20-m-resolution image acquired 6 May 1986 by SPOT 1, 10 days after the 
accident
20-m-resolution image acquired 16 October 1986 by SPOT 1
10-m-resolution image acquired 24 April 1996 by SPOT 3
20-m-resolution image acquired 29 October 2005 by SPOT 4
2.5-m-resolution image acquired 11 April 2006 by SPOT 5
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6 may 1986: Nuclear power station
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1986 - Nuclear accident

Nuclear power station

Reactor N°1 entered service 
September 1977 and shut down 
November 1996.

Reactor N°2 entered service 
December 1978 and shut down in 
1991 after a fire.

Reactor N°3 entered service 1981 
and shut down 15 December 2000.

Reactor N°4 entered service 1984 
and exploded 26 April 1986.

Construction of reactors N°5 and N°6
began in 1981 but was abandoned 
after the accident.

The first four reactors are aligned in 
pairs in a symmetrical arrangement 
with a common stack. 

Reactor N°4 is the one furthest west.
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1986 – 1988 Disposal sites

1986 1988

Waste disposal sites

Between 1986 and 1987, 800 disposal sites were dug hurriedly to bury radioactive waste near the power plant. 

The disposal site to the south comprised 30 trenches.



1986 – 1988 Nuclear power station New facilities

In 1988, several new buildings were erected south of the power plant.

Work has continued In the area set aside for reactors N°5 and 6, notably cutting of water supply channels.

1986 1988

Work on sites N°5 and 6

New buildings



1986 - 1988 Civil engineering

1986 1988

Bridge under construction

Highway slip road

Miscellaneous work

New roads have been built to improve access to the accident site. In the 1988 image, these roads can be seen between the artificial lake and the 
town of Chernobyl.

The highway slip road and the future bridge by-pass the contaminated town. Work is underway to establish maintenance zones on former 
farmland where decontamination is easy.



1988 - 1996 Agriculture

1988 1996

The juxtaposed 1988 and 1996 images confirm that farming has ceased in the 30-km exclusion zone. 

It has continued outside this zone, particularly to the north-east and across the south.



1988 - 2005  River containment

1996 20051988

The contaminated zone has been regularly flooded since the accident, making water contamination the chief post-Chernobyl ecological threat. 
Millions of Ukrainians consume drinking water from man-made reservoirs built on the Dnieper River and eat farm products grown using the same water.

To limit leaching during spring floods from the highly contaminated areas near the power plant, levees have been built on both banks of the Pripet River. 

Containment work underway is clearly visible, with rubble and earth forming two wide white strips on either side of the river. The northern levee is 11.3 
kilometres long.



1996 - 2005 Forests

1996 2005

Forest regrowth is increasingly clear. The sharp lines at forest edges are blurring and the patchwork pattern of fields is

increasingly hard to see. 

These changes are forming a stable layer of vegetation able to withstand fires.

In the example, the yellow outlines highlight growth of young saplings in rangeland areas.



2006 Nuclear power station

1. Sarcophagus entombing reactor n°4

2. Railway line 

3. Station

4. Pipes at back of station

5. Maintenance zone built on 
decommissioning of reactors n°1, 2 
and 3

6. Water supply channels

7. Reactors n°3, 2 and 1

8. Pylons and transformers

9. First waste disposal trenches (1986) 
covered with mounds of earth where 
vegetation has regrown
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