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Nuclear disarmament with a personal touch
Team Led by Y-12 Site Office Employee Visits Russian girl 
Aided by U.S. Monitors

OAK RIDGE, Tenn. -- In February 1993, the United States and the Russian Federation signed an agreement allowing the United States to purchase 500 metric tons (about 1.1 million pounds) of highly enriched uranium (HEU) removed from Russia's dismantled nuclear weapons and then down-blended into low-enriched uranium (LEU). The down-blending operation is conducted at Russian facilities with trained U.S. monitors traveling to Russia to observe active process operations. 

Over the years, these monitors have met and befriended many of the Russian people, including children badly in need of medical attention. One such child is Sofia Ovchinnikova, a resident of the restricted nuclear city of Seversk in Siberia.

In November 1999, 13-month-old Sofia successfully underwent surgery at the Children’s Hospital at Westchester Medical Center in Valhalla, New York to repair a congenital heart defect. U.S. HEU Transparency Program staff, in partnership with a New York-based charity, worked to arrange financial and logistical support for Sofia and her mother, Olga Victorovna Ovchinnikova, to travel to the United States and receive the surgery. The support provided by the U.S. HEU Transparency Program team made it possible for Sofia to receive a surgery that was not available in Russia at the time. Thanks to the procedure received in1999, Sofia is now a healthy, active seventh grader in Seversk.

An eight-person U.S. monitoring team, led by the Y-12 Site Office’s David Wall, recently celebrated Sofia’s 13th birthday and her continued good health at a Seversk bowling alley, where they ate cake, exchanged gifts and gave thanks for those who made Sofia’s surgery possible, including Ed Mastal, the former HEU Transparency Program director, whom Sofia, her mother and others refer to as “grandfather” because of his role in making the life-saving treatment happen.

“Exchanging small gifts is a very important thing to Russians,” said Wall. “But what do you buy a thirteen-year-old girl that you’ve never met? Luckily, my twelve-year-old daughter helped me shop for gifts. One of the things we bought for her were colorful socks—she loved them.”

Current HEU Transparency Program Director Greg Dwyer said, “I am proud to lead a nuclear nonproliferation Program that has not only established successful technical cooperation with our Russian colleagues, but has also strengthened those ties by demonstrating a commitment to our shared humanitarian values. Both sides put in a tremendous amount of hard work back in 1999.  The generosity that made this surgery possible reminds us all what is possible when we work together for a common good.” 

Rashit Giniyatulin, head of the Siberian Chemical Enterprises International Cooperation Department, said, “Under this Program, not only are megatons turned into megawatts, but good fellowship is established between representatives of two states -- fellowship that could not leave people’s hearts untouched, in a figurative and literal sense.”

Nearly 440 metric tons (MT) of Russian HEU has been converted into LEU to date, the IAEA-defined equivalent of about 17,600 nuclear weapons. HEU downblending under the Agreement is on track for completion in 2013 with the cumulative elimination of 500 MT HEU, the equivalent of 20,000 nuclear weapons. 
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