N.N. Uncontrolled trade with ferrous scrap brings a danger of radiation exposure for every body
N. Avoid the scrap heaps
Natasha Crvenkovska n.crvenkovska@globusmagazin.com.mk
The ferrous scrap is becoming one of the most required products in the Balkan region, and only during the latest years in Macedonia, Serbia and Kosovo are opened more than thousand purchase centers. Mostly, ferrous scrap is gathered from the regions exposed almost for two decades to military actions and influence of the radioactive material from the bombs with depleted uranium.

Among numerous organized mafia groups operating in the region of Serbia, Macedonia and Kosovo for more than two decades, we know the least for so called “nuclear lobby or nuclear mafia”.
Destroyed factories, military and civil installations, railroads, bridges and other infrastructure being targeted during the war, now have turn into dangerous radio active material spread through the region which was for a long time occupied by the war conflict. These objects become secondary raw material collected mostly by the socially endangered groups and Roma minority, and end in some of the previously mentioned purchase centers. 

But, during my investigation I’ve discovered that this is not the only danger. Countries from the region like Serbia, Macedonia and Kosovo aware of the danger threatening their population due to collected radio active material from various sources, try to export it through suspicious and newly established companies for purchase and trade with secondary raw materials, better said to smuggle it to some of the neighboring countries where there is a big demand for ferrous scrap.

M.N. Weak control

Only during 2008 on the boarder passes between Kosovo and Macedonia, Macedonia and Serbia, Serbia and Bulgaria, Greece and Macedonia customs officials discovered in more than twenty cases trucks loaded with ferrous scrap containing more than 9000 times bigger radioactivity then allowed.

According to the data of the Head Office for Radioactive Protection in Macedonia, only during the last year (2008) in three cases their experts on demand of Macedonian Customs prevent transit through Macedonia of radioactive ferrous scrap from Kosovo to some iron foundry in Albania, and prevent five such cases radioactive ferrous scrap from Kosovo to be transported to Greece again through Macedonian  territory.

In one case the radioactivity hadn’t been detected and the shipment with ferrous scrap trough Macedonian territory reached Thessalonica’s iron foundry “Sinedor”, and was immediately returned to Kosovo, unluckily through Macedonian territory again.
However, a large number of such shipments succeeded to pass some of the Balkan boarders and the ferrous scrap was melted and processed into steel.

It’s upsetting that Kosovo authorities, almost never, or very rarely succeed to uncover and identify such transports, which rise suspicion that they want to clear their territory from this kind of radiation as soon as possible.

Until recently, the countries of the region didn’t pay sufficient attention to the transport and trade with ferrous scrap. After when countries members of EU where the control of such kind of materials is more severe have returned entire compositions with ferrous scrap and final products due to the radioactivity, countries exporters of ferrous scrap started to implement severe control over these secondary raw materials.
The Custom of the Republic of Macedonia until the second half of 2007 for example hadn’t sophisticated appliances for detailed examination of such shipments nor they could discover the quantity and type of the radiation. Even after several affairs with  transport of  radioactive ferrous material from Kosovo and Serbia intended for Macedonia, with the help of the International Community and donations from USA modernization of the customs was performed so that it could fight against this new illegal business in due time.

The tradesmen with ferrous scrap as well as steel producers suffer mostly if somebody deliberately or accidentally set up radioactive material and with it contaminates the whole truck or wagon.

“Such case we had last year when in one Macedonian truck loaded with ferrous scrap in Kosovo accidentally or deliberately was found a radioactive lightning conductor, the truck had been returned from Macedonian-Greece border, but what had happened with the material- nobody knows” explains Lidia Nikolovska from the Republic Institute for Health Care.

“In this case the driver of the truck suffered the most, while literally sitting on the radioactive source, he was all the time exposed to radiation much higher than allowed” says Nikolovska.

M.N. Good earnings

For example in the circles dealing with this problem for a longer period there are certain speculations (rumors) that a company "Eko Tech" from Skopje years before obtaining official permission for this activity,  has been  dismantling the radioactive lightning conductors without having licence (or proper skills) for such activity in Macedonia.
According to the fact that there is no suitable permanent storage in Macedonia for this kind of waste, the possibility that such lightning conductors could become part of illegal trade and to be found in some truck transporting ferrous scrap is real. This especially because until 2003 in Macedonia there was no precise evidence of the number and places where these appliances were and how much of them were dismantled.
According to the manager of the Institute for nuclear researches in Vincha d-r Jovan Nedeljkovic a big problem is the negligence of the state of Serbia for proper treatment of the materials from the armour plates and other “objects” in the south of Serbia hit and destroyed by depleted uranium during the war in 1999. He says that this state hasn't made proper evidence of the places and quantity of the parts from the destroyed military equipment exposed to deplete uranium and being potential danger for the population and industry.

If they are not evidenced and gathered on safe and well kept place the contaminated objects, materials and ferrous scrap could easily come to the dealers and tradesmen with secondary raw materials and to contaminate entire storages.
With the knowledge gain through the investigation, radioactive ferrous material come mostly from Serbia and Kosovo which is expected considering the fact that in this state after the war enormous quantity of ferrous scrap remained and the state wants to get rid of it  in every possible way.
M.N. Small objects-large contamination

But even countries not being involved in war activities and which military and other installations were not bombed with depleted uranium have contaminated materials which they want to smuggle together with ferrous scrap. Only three months ago on the border between Serbia and Bulgaria in Dimitrovgrad a complete composition with ferrous scrap assigned to Skopje steel producer “Mac-steel” had been discovered and in one of the wagons custom officials found out 758,45 tones scrap with high level of radiation being up to 3000 times higher than allowed, while the wagon itself had 300 times higher radioactivity than allowed. Exporter of the ferrous scrap was Bulgarian company “Sholc” which deals with ferrous scrap. Because of that The Republic Inspectorate for Environment from Serbia banned the transit of the whole composition with radioactive scrap and returned it to Bulgaria. “Mac-steel” confirms the case and says that the wagon transporting radioactive scrap has been returned with regular procedure back to the Bulgarian company. I didn’t succeed to discover what has happened with the radioactive scrap, I suppose it has been properly deposited and I don’t know how they did decontamination of the wagon used in transporting.

D-r Ilija Plekas manager of The Laboratory for protection of radiation and protection of environment by The Institute for nuclear researches in Vincha says that most often sources of radioactivity among ferrous scrap and other metal secondary raw materials which usually are delivered to the iron smelters, are parts of the sliced armour taking part in military operations on the area of the former Yugoslavia. Aeroplane engines, metal structures from shoot down or destroyed aeroplanes, optical instruments from the military equipment.

“These are small quantities of secondary raw materials, containing in them enormous rates of radioactivity. Mostly they are contaminated with Uranium 235 and 238 as well as with other sources of radioactivity. Among the ferrous scrap it could be found parts of radioactive lightning conductors, parts from the process equipment and parts from pressurized vessels containing radioactivity” says d-r Plekas.

The most striking example of arrogance in trying to smuggle enormous quantity of radioactive ferrous scrap from the sliced armoury taking part in the military activities on the area of the former Yugoslavia and were contaminated with radioactivity during the bombardment, is a convoy with the whole composition loaded with ferrous scrap which from Serbia intended to enter in Macedonia and to be melted in the foundry of the company Mac-steel in Skopje. About this case even today the silence can not be disturbed in both countries. Wagons with ferrous scrap from the sliced armoury were loaded in the workshops of the company “Kuzman” in Sokobanja, and had to be delivered to Skopje. Final destination was the storage of ferrous scrap in Skopje Iron and Steel Works. However, customs officials have discovered that the composition carries radioactive material and ordered it back to Serbia. Because of the bureaucratic procedures the composition has been left on a side track in the railway station Megjurovo near Nish.

“As soon as we were informed that the whole composition is returned from Macedonia we immediately came to Megjurovo and found out that the load with ferrous scrap is contaminated with radioactivity. But to make it clear, we are not in charge, nor is our duty to control every shipment of ferrous scrap.

That is supposed to be done by the purchasers and exporters of ferrous scrap.

Due to their lack of organization, the composition with radioactive ferrous scrap has been left in the railway station Megjurovo” says d-r Plekas.

Citizens of the small place Megjurovo in south of Serbia for a long time didn’t know what was happening on the side track of their railway station and continue to walk freely around the radioactive composition. Even after almost whole week rumour went around and people in panic asked the composition to be removed from the track. “At first we thought it is a freight waiting for free track to continue its way. But after several days when vehicles from Belgrade started to come and people with some kind of instruments proceeded to control the composition it was obvious that the ferrous scrap in the wagons originated from the war and that it might be contaminated. We thought that some kind of chemicals were spread over it, but when we understood it is radioactive in panic we demand the wagons to be removed from the place immediately, says one citizen from Megjurovo which house is next to the railway station.

After more frequent cases and attempts radioactive ferrous scrap to be sold to Skopje Company Mac steel, this company as we have found out purchased its own equipment for measuring and control of the radioactivity in the ferrous materials. ”Since the incident from 4-5 years ago when our steel products were returned from Italy, our company purchased sophisticated equipment for measuring and control of the radioactivity in the ferrous materials. Such measurement devices are built on four measuring places in the plant, on the very entrance of the ferrous scrap where with the help of stationary measurement devices we control the level of radioactivity of the arrived ferrous scrap, than after being melted again we measure a degree of radioactivity of the liquid steel, the third measurement is after casting when it turns into a slab and finally a peace of ready made product is sent to a laboratory and checked its level of radioactivity.

Since we have obtained this equipment the safety of the production is bigger and it hadn’t happen any shipment to be returned due to higher level of radioactivity.

Mac steel mostly purchase the ferrous scrap from the countries in the region as Serbia, Bulgaria and some times from Ukraine and up to now we hadn’t had bigger shipments with ferrous scrap with higher radioactivity, but even if we find some radioactive part among scrap, they are most frequently industrial (isotope) measure devices or lightning conductors” says Aleksandar Panov manager of “Mac steel”.

M.N. Crowed on the roads

The authorities in Serbia as well as in other countries in the region often can not succeed to perform complete control on all shipments with ferrous scrap because the need for the ware is so big that the roads and the railways are overcrowded.

For example the company “Guli Guli” from Sevojno in Serbia tried to export radioactive ferrous scrap to Montenegro. The load was controlled by ”Faculty of natural sciences and mathematics” from Novi Sad as one of the authorized laboratories for this purpose in Serbia and issued certificate that the quantity of radioactivity is at the allowed limits. However inspection authorities at regular control made one more measurement and found out that the radioactivity is much bigger than allowed and the shipment was returned to Serbia. Later after the storage was examined it was found out higher radioactivity in the whole storage of the company “Guli Guli”. In the same period of time similar shipment appeared from the company “Feropromet” from Kraljevo. The manager of the company for purchase and trade of ferrous scrap Slobodan Vuketic claimed that the scrap has “civilian origin” and is not part of  the military equipment.

Main destinations for the contingents and trucks with ferrous scrap are steelworks "Nikshic" in Montenegro, "Mac steel" in Macedonia and "Sideron" in Greece as well as some smaller smelters in Albania. Some big metallurgical complexes in Serbia being targets during NATO bombardment in their areas have enormous quantities of radioactive scrap which they try to sell.

M.N. The business with radioactive scrap

The respectable British newspaper “Strategic Policy” in one of its monthly analyses transferred by the Serbian agency TANJUG, mentioned that the dealers in the dark business for export and storage of radioactive scrap made silent deals with the governments in the new established states on the territory of the former Yugoslavia (especially Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina and Macedonia), for storage of nuclear scrap on their territories.

The magazine mentions that the preparations of these illegal deals started during the war in ex- Yugoslavia.

So, according to “Strategic Policy” Croatia at the moment is the biggest storage for medical radioactive waste in Europe, the waste was systematically imported and stored on the Croatian territories with Serbian population, and such “operation” lasts since 1995.
The magazine explains that during the war conflicts, within several months silently and in utmost secrecy, convoys of transporters so called castrons fulfilled with radioactive waste from about twenty nuclear power stations from the city of Gorloben in Germany where the waste was temporarily placed headed towards the mines in Kosovo and Metohia.

The transfer according to the magazine was supported by the civil mission of The Security Council of UN, which emblems and vehicles were used for transfering of the radioactive waste. In return Germany offered its aid in weaponry and training the  Kosovo soldiers which were hiding under the peacekeepers uniforms of the Corpus for protection of Kosovo.

M.N. Instead of conclusion

After  the series of wars in the region and after NATO bombardment of the military and industrial targets in Serbia a long time is needed for the region to get rid of the ferrous scrap containing enormous dose of radioactivity. Besides, many industrial capacities which are in process of transition are dissolved, but while working they all used radioactive materials, substances or appliances. These materials are left unprotected and are easily available.

Various companies dealing with ferrous scrap seizing the opportunity of the large interest for ferrous scrap dismantle this equipment without control and sell it to the regional smelters.

Countries in the region as well as the steel smelters should involve maximum efforts to protect metal complex which became target for these “attacks” of these traders. In that way they shall preserve their reputation in front of the buyers of their products but above all the health of the population.

FRAME 1

N. Secrete storages

The trade with radioactive or contaminated ferrous scrap is poor and irrelevant business compared to the trade with nuclear waste which the developed countries or big producers of radioactive waste until recently carried out in utmost secrecy with some undeveloped countries.

About what is hiding in the mines of Aleksinac in south Serbia is rumoured for many years. However the official measurements “do not show radiation”. Nevertheless, almost nobody could convince the local population that the richest coal mine in Serbia is closed only “due to potential danger of methane explosions”. People say that in the pits of this mine are covered with concrete enormous quantities of radioactive material. We have visited the surroundings of this mine. The abandoned building beside the pit Morava now is guarded by one of the ex- miners. He doesn’t want his name to be mentioned of fear that he might lose the job. He claims that the entrance in one of the pits is covered with three layers of concrete and that never again anybody could enter in. Previous leadership of the mine avoid to be seen in the nearby and even the workers which had closed the pit rarely speak about what is hidden there, they only know that some barrels, metal parts and other equipment and junk were placed there.

FRAME 2

N. Whole Kosovo was exposed to radiation

During the war conflict on Kosovo and Serbia the NATO forces had dropped more than 14 tones or 11.000 projectiles with depleted uranium; the soil is being contaminated with radiation 116 times more than allowed. According the fact that the biggest part of the contaminated soil is in the south of Serbia, more precise regions Pljachkovica near Vranje, Borovec near Medvega, Bratoselce near Bujanovac and Reljan near Preshevo it is not difficult to be supposed that the trade with ferrous scrap purchased from this regions is more than risk. After the data received from UNMIK on the territory of Kosovo, during the war were used total of 31.000 bullets with depleted uranium, or 10 tons of radioactive material, which besides its huge devastating power they destroyed and contaminated large part of armoury, steel bridges, steel industrial structures which today from ignorance or in purpose are subject for trade for the collectors of ferrous scrap. There are about 100 unmarked and contaminated locations, mostly around Uroshevac and Gnjilane. Numbers of investigating teams are giving the identical suggestion for more than seven years ago “these places to be protected from approaching of civilians and cattle”, but it hadn’t been done yet.               
The project is supported by the investigating journalists net SCOOP and The Danish Association of Investigative Journalists.

