
WHY Media Award Story 4th winner 

A Chernobyl Cocktail in Kajaran by Arpi Harutyunyan, Armenia 

The city of Kajaran in the Syunik Marz, Armenia, experiences an ‘earthquake’ measuring 3.0-4.0 on 
the Richter scale three or four times a week between 4.45 and 5.00 p.m. That’s when workers at 
the Zangezur Copper and Molybdenum Plant conduct explosions in the open-cast mines to extract 
ore for processing. The plant’s open-cast mine is about ten kilometers outside Kajaran, but the 
explosions there can be felt throughout the town and in outlying villages.   

“We’re used to the explosions by now. At first, we used to get startled and scared each time,” said 
a resident of Kajaran. “But the dust that rises up and settles over the city is another matter; we 
breathe in that air. We work with all sorts of waste material, we drink contaminated water.” 

“The health of the workers at the plant is at serious risk, but nobody dares complain for fear of 
being fired. We work in a plant where there is little oxygen and a large amount of dust and 
radiation. Everyone’s respiratory system is in horrible shape. The plant does only partial filtration, 
so it’s not just the workers who are harmed – it’s the other residents as well,” said 24-year old 
Hayk, a metalworker at the plant. (The names of the workers at the plant and the family names of 
residents of Kajaran have been changed to protect their identity.)  

Grenik Hambardzumyan, head of the plant’s technical department, assured us that neither workers 
nor local residents faced any health problems. “All our workers are in excellent health. Can’t you 
see how fresh they look? We provide them with special food and make sure they have milk. I’ve 
been working here for so many years - do you see anything wrong with me?” he asked.  

The workers maintain that such special treatment is a thing of the past. “What milk? We don’t even 
have masks to protect ourselves from the dust. Dirt and dust get into our mouths and when we spit, 
it’s all black,” said 50-year-old Valeri.  

Molybdenum dust is known to affect the reproductive organs first of all, especially in males. 
“Forgive me for saying so, but a man turns impotent after 30 years of age here,” said 50-year old 
Nina, whose son works at the plant. “They all suffer from infertility, especially the plant workers. 
A majority of the women have uterine tumours. Even when they’re young, they can’t have children 
any more, because they have to have hysterectomies. There are also many cancer patients.”  

Even Grenik Hambardzumyan did not deny that molybdenum had this effect. “Do you think I don’t 
know how the male reproductive organs are affected by molybdenum? Besides that, the level of 
radiation is particularly high at the mine and the plant. That is why I did everything I could to make 
sure that I ended up with more of an office job, and moved up from a regular labourer to technical 
head,” he explained.  

Lernik Davtyan, an architectural engineer, also admitted to the high levels of radiation in the 
region. He was a member of an ecological commission set up in the 1980s and studied the 
environment in Kajaran. “We used moss to study the situation, because it accumulates radiation 
more than anything else. There were places where the levels of radiation were off the scale. I 
collected samples and sent them to France for analysis. They replied, saying that the moss samples 
contained a ‘Chernobyl cocktail’ – a dangerous mix of radioactive material,” Davtyan said.  

Full Story Follows
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The workers maintain that such special treatment is a thing of the past. 
"What milk? We don't even have masks to protect ourselves from the dust. 
Dirt and dust enter get into our mouths, and when we spit, it's all black," 
said 50-year-old Valeri.  

Molybdenum dust is known to affect the reproductive organs first of all, 
especially in males. "Forgive me for saying so, but a man turns impotent 
after 30 years of age here," said 50-year old Nina, whose son works at the 
plant. "They all suffer from infertility, especially the plant workers. A 
majority of the women have uterine tumors. Even when they're young, 
they can't have children anymore, because they have to have 
hysterectomies. There are also many cancer patients."  

Even Grenik Hambardzumyan did not deny that molybdenum had this 
effect. "Do you think I don't know how the male reproductive organs are 
affected by molybdenum? Besides that, the level of radiation is 
particularly high at the mine and the plant. That is why I did everything I 
could to make sure that I ended up with more of an office job, and moved 
up from a regular laborer to technical head," he explained.  

Lernik Davtyan, an architectural engineer, also admitted to the high levels 
of radiation in the region. He was a member of an ecological commission 
set up by the ANM in the 1980s and studied the environment in Kajaran. 
"We used moss to study the situation, because it accumulates radiation 
more than anything else. There were places where the levels of radiation 
were off the scale. I collected samples and sent them to France for 
analysis. They replied, saying that the moss samples contained a ' 
Chernobyl cocktail' - a dangerous mix of radioactive material," Davtyan 
said.  

Residents of Kajaran joke about the ubiquitous cough that distinguishes 
them from other people. Over the last few years, there has been a 
significant increase in diseases of the reproductive organs and the 
cardiovascular system, including blood pressure problems, as well as 
oncological diseases of the lungs. 

"Compared to other cities, we have jobs here, but the air is horrible. We 
breathe sulfur. Diseases of the reproductive system have increased both in 
men and women; many of them have tumors. But you can't talk about that 
in the city or you'll lose your job," said 50-year old Karine. 

Looking through patient histories, Vardan Avagyan, Kajaran's head 
physician and director of the local medical center, spoke confidently 
about diseases throughout the city. "The city is an endemic zone - diseases 
of the thyroid gland, female reproductive organs and mammary glands are 
widespread. Pathologies during pregnancy are also very common. 
Miscarriages occur often. We've already had three or four miscarriages this 
year. But I can't be sure what this is due to. It's fair to say that the birth 
rate and death rate are equal," he said. 

The number of live births and deaths in Kajaran from 1997-2005 are 
shown in the table below (stillbirths are not included) 



Year 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005-first 
trimester 

Live 
births 

116 116 83 114 95 97 85 80 32 

Deaths 45 58 75 53 51 53 53 87 21 

 
There is a lot of talk in Kajaran about diseases of the male reproductive 
organs. This phenomenon was confirmed by Dr. Virab Manasyan, a 
urologist who has been working at the Kajaran medical center for a few 
months. Before that, the center had never required a urologist. 

"There are many patients with urological problems, especially with cases 
of prostate adenoma. There are also many cases of young men with other 
diseases of the reproductive organs. Many of these are cases of infertility 
or tumors. In reality, some research should be conducted to establish the 
cause of these diseases. Another serious problem is that Armenian men 
are embarrassed by problems like this and don’t want to talk about them 
or go to a doctor," Manasyan explained. 

Doctors note that they cannot talk about the causes of such diseases 
before reliable research is conducted. 

"Even during Soviet times, cases of silicosis and diseases of the respiratory 
organs and blood were most common in Kajaran; these are occupational 
diseases linked to the breathing in the air of a mining zone. Workers at 
the plant are especially susceptible to these diseases. Diseases of the 
male reproductive organs are also very widespread. These are largely due 
to lead and molybdenum," said Emin Babayan, head of the Laboratory of 
Industrial Toxicology at the Armenian Institute of General Hygiene and 
Occupational Diseases. 

The City and Industrial Life of Kajaran  

Kajaran, 346 kilometers from 
Yerevan, is famous for its 
mines, not just for their size, 
but also for the percentage of 
molybdenum contained in the 
ores there.The Republic of 
Armenia boasts 7.6% of the 
molybdenum reserves of the 
world, 90% of which belong to 
the Zangezur Plant.  

"60-65% of the city's population 
has a well-paid job thanks to 

the plant," said the mayor of Kajaran, Vardan Gevorkyan. "In Soviet times, 
the plant had 1,600 employees. Today, it employs 2,800 people. Thanks to 
the plant, all social problems are considered to be solved in Kajaran. 

 



Around 450-500 million drams circulate within Kajaran every month. That 
comes to about 50,000 drams per capita."  

The plant was established in 1951. Around one million tons of ore was 
extracted by 1957. By 1989, more than nine million tons had been 
extracted. However, work was more or less suspended in 1992-93. Since 
1994, there has been a regular increase in production at the plant.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

In December 2004, a contract was signed for the sale of ZCMP. The plant 
was sold for 132 million dollars. 60% of the shares were sold to a German 
company, Chronimet, 15% went to Pure Iron, a factory in Yerevan, 12.5% 
to Zangezur Mining (whose president, Maxim Hakobyan, is the current 
director of ZCMP), and 12.5% to the Armenian Molybdenum Production 
enterprise.  

Director Maxim Hakobyan told us that the fourth stage in 
the development of the plant was initiated in 2005. "This is 
an increase of production volume by 15%.  In the coming 
years, production volume will almost double," he noted.  

It is clear that an increase in production will lead to all 
sorts of ecological problems, something Arthur Ashughyan, 

Head of the Department of Mining and Natural Resource Economics at the 
Ministry of Trade and Economic Development, did not deny. "Of course, 
ecological problems will come up as the volume of production there is 
increased. The environmental scene at Kajaran will change, the hills will 
become level with the city, there might even be a need to relocate the 
residents. But we would become leaders in molybdenum production in the 
world. You might call that inhuman, but there is no other way to make a 
profit in business," he said.  

But Climent Hakobyan, head of the Kapan Laboratory of Metallurgy and 
Mine Enrichment, believes that increased production could have tragic 
consequences. "If the mine is exploited at a rate greater than today, then 
ecological catastrophes are imminent," he warned. "That means that there 
will be even more waste and refuse, there will be more air and water 
pollution. In the past, they would at least use explosives that would 
release fewer pollutants into the atmosphere. But now they use cheaper 
material, and these pollutants are accumulating in the city's air. Besides 
that, smelting has led to an increase in sulfates in the air, which damages 
the respiratory system of the people who live here", he explained.  

 

The Ministry of the Environment has 
never conducted air quality 
monitoring in the province of Syunik. 
The water basin has only been studied 
in 1988, 1989, 1990 and 2004.  

 

 



According to data obtained by the Ministry of the Environment in 
November 2004, the Voghji River, which flows through Kajaran, is 
contaminated with nitrite, ammonium, copper, and sulfate ions as well as 
petroleum products.  

A. Gabrielyan, Head of the Department for Environmental Preservation at 
the Ministry of the Environment, admitted that, "The effects of the plant 
on the environment are not being monitored." That is to say, the ministry 
is content with only the information provided by the plant itself.  

"Studies conducted by the Ministry of the Environment in 2004 concluded 
that the plant has caused great damage to the environment. The ministry 
therefore forced the plant to pay 20 million drams (€37,209) in damages," 
said Roza Julhakyan, head of the Department of Accounting and Analysis 
at the Ministry of the Environment.  

Waste released into the atmosphere in 2004 included around 30 tons of 
inorganic dust, 1.5 tons of sulfuric anhydride, 54 tons of carbon monoxide, 
and 18 tons of various nitrogen oxides,  1,600 tons of various incomplete 
particles, 73 tons of chloride, 1993 tons of sulfate and 0.14 tons of 
copper. The plant has paid around 8.8 billion drams (€16.3m) in fines for 
these emissions.  

The mayor of Kajaran, V. Gevorgyan, assured us that the 
environment was analyzed from time to time in the city and 
no serious problems were found.  

"Last year, on the initiative of the Office of the Mayor, we 
invited an organization, Eco-Balance, to study the 
environment in the city. We were glad to see that all the 

findings were positive," Gevorgyan said.  

Gor Petrosyan, the Director of Eco-Balance ltd. presented the real picture 
of the study. In 2004, the organization received an invitation from the 
mayor of Kajaran to conduct ecological studies in Kajaran and Kapan, as 
well as to develop socio-economic programs for the period from 2004 to 
2008. But after some time, the Office of the Mayor called the study off. 
Petrosyan tried to continue on his own initiative; he applied to the 
Ministry of the Environment for information regarding the ecological 
situation in Kajaran, but they turned him down as well. "It's true, they 
forbade me from studying the environment there, but I'm very sure when I 
say that the situation in Kajaran is not just dangerous, it's downright 
horrible. Such irrational exploitation of the environment could have 
catastrophic consequences," Petrosyan explained. He is convinced that the 
plant is causing immense damage to both the environment and the health 
of Kajaran's population. "The main cause of this situation is the waste 
material that fills the gorges. These substances are very volatile, and a 
small quake can move the accumulated piles of waste. Steps need to be 
taken to increase the safety of these piles. If they ever move, the local 
population will be wiped out. I would think that agricultural products 
there also contain high levels of heavy metals, which, of course, would 
noticeably harm the health of the people," Petrosyan explained.  

 



Srbuhi Harutyunyan, president of the Socio-Ecological Association, is of 
the same opinion. "In 2004, the mayor of Kajaran called me and invited 
me to Kajaran to develop environmental programs," she said. "We left for 
Kajaran and learned of the conditions there. But when we declared that 
we would focus our analysis on the Copper and Molybdenum Plant and its 
effects on the environment, the study was prohibited."  

Harutyunyan knew beforehand that the plant was causing immense 
damage to the city. She insisted that this damage had to be assessed and 
dealt with accordingly.  

"The damage that the plant causes to 
its surroundings has never been 
assessed - neither before its 
privatization, nor after it. Waste from 
the plant continues to fill the Voghji 
River without the necessary 
purification. In reality, the plant is 
obliged to set up sedimentation 
tanks, where oxygen filtration would 
assure that clean water would flow 
into the river. This is the least that 
the plant should do. But even that 

isn't being done, despite the huge profits that they enjoy," Harutyunyan 
continued.  

In 1970, reservoirs for runoff from the plant were dug on land adjacent to 
the villages of Gharazam, Pukhrut, Voghji, and Artsvanik. The first three 
have been recultivated since then and are now covered by 50-60 cm of 
soil. Only the reservoir at Artsvanik is in use today.  

"There might be all sorts of talk, but you shouldn't believe it. We have no 
serious ecological problems. Over the years, large amounts have been 
invested in recultivating the waste reservoirs and covering them with soil, 
so that they pose no threat to their surroundings. Trees have been 
planted, people cultivate the soil here, and these areas are leisure spots 
as well," said Maxim Hakobyan, director of ZCMP.  

But Vladik Martirosyan, an engineer in the environmental section of the 
plant, worries that using the recultivated waste reservoirs could lead to 
landslides. "Earlier, during Soviet years, that land was used, but that has 
to be prohibited now. That land should not be irrigated, it could lead to 
landslides," he said.  

The environmental situation in Kajaran worries Hakob Manasaryan, 
president of the Green Union of Armenia, as well. He says Kajaran has two 
major problems - the first is the volume of open mining conducted, which 
is disrupting the balance of nature, and the second is production waste.  

"The waste produced is far greater than the raw material used. According 
to our information, around 90 million cubic meters of waste has 
accumulated there. This means that grazing lands and forests will soon be 

 



rendered useless for hundreds of years. Very volatile substances are 
transported through pipes which frequently burst. These substances, 
dissolving in rainwater and snow, reach the underground water table. 
Thus, both the soil and the water are being contaminated. And because 
the Voghji River is the source of drinking water in that region, people can 
be infected with all sorts of diseases," he explained. 

See also A Chernobyl Cocktai in 
KajaranEcological Investigations are 
Prohibited in Kajaran 

Vladik Martirosyan, an engineer in 
the plant’s ecological department of 
the plant, agreed that the activity of 
the molybdenum processing plant is 
worrisome. " Now there is a chimney 
300-400 meters above the city. But 
the smell and dust of the sulfur in 
the air is still noticeable.” 

According to Maxim Hakobyan, the 
director of the plant, there are no 
serious health issues in the city. 
"Molybdenum smelting cannot cause 

great harm. The plant has conducted numerous studies into the effects of 
the emissions on the people's health here. I can say with certainty that 
there are no serious problems today." 

But according to Anahit Davtyan, a research doctor in the laboratory at 
the Yerevan Hygienic Epidemiological Monitoring Center, even pollutants 
in irrigation water can cause harmful effects on the health of the human 
population of the given area. "True, people don't drink that water, but 
dangerous particles pass on to the soil, then to plants, from plants to 
animals, and then to humans. This leads to numerous diseases in humans," 
she said. She explained that these particles lead to an increase in white 
blood cells, lower oxygen content, oxygen starvation, and high blood 
pressure. This causes damage to the lungs, blood, and nervous system. 

"I don't know, maybe it's a coincidence, but, having studied mortality 
cases in the city, I have come to the conclusion that in a majority of the 
cases, vegetables grown on wastelands were used," said Mayor Gevorgyan. 

Despite that, both the mayor and the director of the molybdenum plant 
insist the emissions from the plant do not harm the local population. 

 
 

 

 



The Ministry of Health is not conducting any studies into the effects of the 
environment on the health of the population today. In response to our 
query, Health Minister Norayr Davidyan said, "No separate funds have been 
allocated for a national program for work in the area of environmental 
hygiene... The Health Ministry of the Republic of Armenia is currently not 
conducting any studies regarding the morbidity of the population in the 
Syunik Province." 

Yet plant management appears to have some concern about the health of 
Kajaran’s residents. They have signed contracts with various hospitals in 
Yerevan, wherein the medical needs of the workers at the plant and their 
families will be tended to for free. But that does not please the residents 
themselves. 

"You could say that a slow genocide is occurring in our city; people are 
falling ill and dying one after another. The plant is making people ill, then 
paying for them to be treated. They are swindling us, in a way. 
Meanwhile, the ordinary people who live here have no choice - either we 
keep quiet, or we'll be deprived of our livelihood,” 50-year old Seda told 
us. “But even if we complain, it won't help. That's for sure.” 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


