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Research Abstract 
 

With support from the Title VIII Combined Research and Language Program I conducted 

ethnographic and archival research about historical and contemporary energy politics in 

Bulgaria. I focused on the Kozloduy and Belene Nuclear Power Plants. Using archival and 

ethnographic methods, I examined the decommissioning of reactors at the Soviet-built Kozloduy 

Nuclear Power Plant, the politics of the (now halted) construction of the Belene Nuclear Power 

Plant, and the potential avenues for energy diversification in Bulgaria.  I engage with the 

perspectives of policy makers, local residents, former and current Kozloduy Nuclear Power Plant 

employees, activists, and local farmers. Despite my initial misconceptions, Bulgaria’s 

infrastructural dependence on Russian materials and maintenance for its Soviet-built reactors has 

not, in fact, prevented Bulgaria from forging strong ties with Western European and other private 

foreign firms conducting nuclear reactor decommissioning. Rather, Bulgaria’s energy 

dependence spans from East to West. In the view of many with whom I spoke in Bulgaria, the 

salient question is not about upon whom Bulgaria is dependent (whether it be Russia or the U.S.) 

but why the country is so energy dependent in the first place.  

Since becoming operational in 1974 (Unit 1), the Kozloduy Nuclear Power Plant has 

been an important source of Bulgarian national pride. However, with more recent (after 1989) 
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reliance on foreign investors, infrastructure, and safety procedures, the power plant’s role has 

changed. No longer solely a sign of national strength and independence, Kozloduy evokes a wide 

array of emotional and analytical reactions from various individuals and groups throughout 

Bulgaria.  

My research began as an exploration of risk, nuclear decommissioning, and EU accession 

but soon evolved into a project that was deeply economically entrenched. Nuclear power in 

Bulgaria is part of a larger picture in which Bulgaria struggles to find economic independence 

despite EU integration initiatives that have positioned Bulgaria between compulsory European 

Commission mandates and the difficulties of economic and energy dependence.  

Research Goals 

A critical concern for EU and U.S. policy-makers working in East Europe since the end 

of the Cold War has been the legacy of the region’s dependence on Russia. My project 

investigates the social and cultural underpinnings of this dependence in Bulgaria, a country that 

was firmly aligned with the Soviet Union during socialism and is still struggling to shed deep 

political and economic ties. Bulgaria is one of three European Union countries, along with 

Lithuania and Slovakia, which has a functioning Soviet-built nuclear plant. Partly as a function 

of Kozloduy’s Soviet-era construction, which now relies on Russian maintenance, Bulgaria 

remains deeply connected to Russia. 

My work brings together ethnographic data collection, archival research, scientific 

assessments of the nuclear plant’s safety and health risks, foreign policy analyses, and economic 

and environmental reforms within postsocialist and post-Soviet EU member states. These 

postsocialist states must ensure their own energy security while also negotiating energy relations 

among Russia, the United States, and the European Union.  
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While in Bulgaria I analyzed the histories and interpersonal life experiences of nuclear 

power plant construction, operations, and decommissioning in Northwestern Bulgaria in order to 

examine how Bulgarians come to understand their place in the geopolitics of international energy 

security. I examine nuclear power within a framework of potential energy diversification that 

includes recent attempts at shale gas extraction in Bulgaria and its subsequent protest-fueled 

moratorium. I focus on the role of the human—as both a body to be protected and as a potential 

source of technological error—in the context of energy policy change. I look at how Bulgarians 

come to understand the decommissioning of Kozloduy’s reactors and the halting of Belene’s 

construction, both in terms of their government’s ability to protect them from the risk of disaster 

but also to shelter them from nation-wide economic crisis within the context of their everyday 

experiences of labor and consumption. 

I argue that the decommissioning of nuclear reactors, often with the aim to secure human 

safety, entails a shift towards a post-Cold War world order in which certain categories of humans 

and certain places are considered “threats” to 1) notions of a European democracy and, 2) the 

safe functioning of something as potentially dangerous as a nuclear reactor. In preliminary 

interviews, one Bulgarian policy analyst suggested that the problem with nuclear reactors in 

Bulgaria is that privatization has always been the goal. Bulgaria wants to keep up with capitalist, 

liberal market demands by privatizing the nuclear power plant but, he explained, in the case of 

disaster the plant would no longer be “private.” That is, if there were a disaster, he claimed, “the 

entire society [would] foot the bill.” In other words, Bulgaria’s EU-mandated projects of 

liberalization and democratic development are often fundamentally at odds with the capacity of 

the country’s financial resources, should they become necessary in the case of disaster.  
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Research Activities 

My research in Bulgaria had three main components that, due to my methodological 

approach, were spatially organized around three key locations: (1) Kozloduy, (2) Belene, and (3) 

Sofia. I visited the town of Kozloduy and met with residents, shopkeepers, plant workers, former 

plant employees, and scientists. I also visited the area near Belene to meet with local residents 

and observe the site. Lastly, I conducted meetings and interviews in Sofia with journalists, 

politicians, think tanks, NGOs, and local residents. 

I used a mixed-methods approach to data collection, which included historical document 

analysis regarding the development and progress of Kozloduy and Belene. I found and used 

documents in the Bulgarian National Archives in Sofia and conducted a preliminary inquiry into 

the Vratsa regional archives, which houses Kozloduy’s main body of archival data. I also 

conducted ethnographic research via site visits and short-term participant-observation. Finally, I 

conducted “elicited data collection,” comprising interviews, semi-structured and unstructured 

(Bernard 2011, Bernard and Ryan 2009). Practically, this entailed expanding upon the 

preliminary archival research I have already conducted and the personal connections I have 

established during my three years of continuous research in Bulgaria between 2010 and 2013.  

1. Kozloduy 

I expanded my existing network to residents and workers in the Kozloduy area, 

including former employees of the plant, current employees, foreigners contracted for 

decommissioning initiatives, and scientists in the region. In Kozloduy, I conducted 

interviews with current and former employees as well as with residents in the 

surrounding area. I conducted oral life histories of those involved with Kozloduy since it 

opened in 1974 and with Belene since 1981. I also interviewed policy officials, trade 
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executives, current plant workers, think tank representatives, and non-profit 

organizations.  

Every year Kozloduy Nuclear Power Plant holds an “Open Door Day” when the 

public can visit one of the remaining working reactors. I signed up in advance and was 

able to visit Reactor 5 and take a tour of the on-site information center and watch a film 

about the development of the plant that incorporated archival video footage. Lastly, I 

took part in a visit organized by the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) that 

brought tens of foreigners working in the nuclear power sector to learn about Kozloduy. 

As a guest of the trip, I participated in group activities with the IAEA guests and met staff 

working for the plant.  

Additionally, while spending time in Kozloduy, I conducted historical and life-

history interviews. I also researched the history of Hristo Botev’s passing through the 

town which has made Kozloduy an important geographic location within the Bulgarian 

national imaginary. Kozloduy is located in Northwest Bulgaria, in an area that was once a 

village made famous by the landing of the steamship of Hristo Botev, the famous 

Bulgarian revolutionary, on May 17, 1876. Kozloduy thus remains a place of national 

pride both because of the history of Botev’s passing through as part of Bulgaria’s 

liberation from the Ottoman Empire and because of the development of Bulgaria’s 

nuclear energy plant there a century later. 
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[Mural (left) and monument (right) dedicated to Hristo Botev] 

 
2. Belene 

Although my work was centered in Kozloduy during the summer of 2017, I did  

make a trip to Belene during which I observed the outside of the now defunct power plant 

and drove through the town of Belene, visiting the municipality and observing the social 

life of a town waiting for a power plant to be built. The infrastructure for workers’ living 

quarters and industry development was present despite the fact that Belene sits, waiting, 

and falling into further states of disrepair. 

3. Sofia 

While in Sofia I conducted research in the policy and non-governmental sectors. 

In 2016, I solidified a working relationship with the Center for the Study of Democracy 

and continued to develop our relationship in 2017. Additionally, I developed working 

relationships with environmental non-profit organizations in Bulgaria, political 
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representatives, members of the foreign ministry, and U.S. embassy representatives 

focused on energy and environmental sustainability issues. 

Important Research Findings  

Local perceptions of the energy sector in Bulgaria seem tied not to infrastructural or 

technological developments but particular histories, political ideologies, and socio-economics. 

That is to say that to even question Kozloduy’s safety is to fall on one side of an ideological fault 

line, thereby creating a false dichotomy between environmental concerns and national affiliation. 

To be an environmentalist is to be seen in Kozloduy, on some level, as anti-Bulgarian because 

the politics of the Kozloduy Nuclear Power Plant are so deeply embedded into Bulgarian 

national identification. In my research, I focused on the human dimensions of energy politics, 

placing policy analyses into conversation with the ideas and practices of everyday Bulgarian 

citizens, workers, residents, politicians, and environmentalists. 

Many of those working and intimately involved with the plant refused to engage with 

questions of possible toxicity. Over the course of research, I soon learned that those involved 

with the power plant often perceived inquiries into	the safety or potential toxicity of the reactor 

as explicitly and problematically political. In contrast to those living and working in Kozloduy, 

those with whom I conducted interviews in Sofia had a different perspective. The geographic 

divisions between those local to Kozloduy and those living afar in Sofia was pronounced. Urban 

Bulgarians living far from the plant focused on the opacity of plant operations, at times 

suggesting that there might be toxicity about which they have not been informed. Many of my 

Sofia-based interlocutors made reference to economic structures that prevented those near and 

working at Kozloduy to express concern about toxicity. That is, many Sofia residents not 

connected to Kolzoduy claimed that local residents near the plant do not think about the 
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environment because they are making “European” level wages within their nuclear power plant-

based economic bubble.  

 When asking historical questions, many with whom I spoke in Kozloduy explained that 

they did not want to talk about Chernobyl because they were fed up with the sensationalism of 

the disaster in its aftermath. Instead, they preferred to discuss the safety of the plant and how 

during the accident in Chernobyl those in Kozloduy were the most knowledgeable about the 

presence of uncontrolled radioactivity due to the plant’s technologically advanced monitoring 

system. Therefore, those working at Kozloduy were able to ensure the correct precautions for 

radioactive disaster were met while those in Sofia, relying on media accounts alone, did not 

know what to do. Those who I met living and/or working in Kozloduy had a great deal of pride 

in their labor, the work of the plant, its relation to the development of Bulgaria, and their 

“normal” way of life despite living in one of the poorest regions of Bulgaria (and Europe as a 

whole). 

 Most working at and living near Kozloduy preferred to talk about the intensive training 

they underwent, their years of schooling, often abroad in Russia, and the comradery among 

employees who became like family since many moved away from their biological families in 

large cities in order to join the Kozloduy workforce in the 1970s. The history of Kozloduy is a 

history of internal Bulgarian migration and a trajectory linked both with socialist-era but also 

postsocialist successes. The education in Kozloduy was excellent and many of the children from 

Kozloduy went on to pursue relatively lucrative jobs in the IT sector. Thus, Kozloduy functions 

as a kind of “oasis,” as many of my interlocutors called it, enabling a group of highly intelligent 

and trained people to live at a standard with which most other job sectors in Bulgaria cannot 
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compete. This enables families to remain in Bulgaria while their similarly educated and affluent 

counterparts travel abroad, primarily to Western Europe, to seek a decent quality of life. 

 
[Photographs of the town of Kozloduy, including city hall (left) and an NPP-owned (Nuclear 

Power Plant) residency and shop (right)] 
 

 During my time in Kozloduy it also became clear that the Kozloduy Nuclear Power Plant 

is still the driving force behind the economic development of the entire region. It enables the 

economic sustainability of high-end shops, multiple bars, and a variety of restaurants. Since not 

only relatively affluent Bulgarians live in Kozloduy but a large number of qualified foreigners 

working on the decommissioning of the reactors also reside there, the prices of goods and 

services in the town are commensurate with workers’ high wages, thus making Kozloduy a high-

income oasis. 
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[“House of Energy” in the center of the town of Kozloduy. While most Bulgarian cities have a 

“House of Culture,” Kozloduy has instead a “House of Energy”] 

 
[One of the many billboards in the town and surrounding area of Kozloduy] 
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 Environmental activists expressed a different set of concerns about Kozloduy and Belene; 

they focused both on the price of nuclear power and the potential for toxicity. They also 

explained that those living near the waterways, where warm water flows, from the plant have 

made claims of gigantic fruits and vegetables growing in that “unnaturally” warm water.  

Policy Implications and Recommendations 

 This research is still too nascent to produce clear and definite policy recommendations. 

As an anthropologist, I am committed to completing more in-depth research before developing 

clear policy recommendations.  

 With this caveat, I can say that enabling energy independence—from both Russia and 

Western Europe and the USA—is a long road but an important avenue to pursue. Since nuclear 

power in Bulgaria is not only a means of energy production but also a source of national pride, 

the development of significant local means of energy generation is critical to ensure that Bulgaria 

can maintain a sense of energy independence. Over the course of my research I found that 

market liberalization has led to the privatization of energy sources. I am not sure if privatization 

is the best practice for ensuring safe and efficient energy output, but it does seem like public-

private partnerships might be a more culturally accepted mode of energy development.  

Co-Curricular Activity 

  Throughout my research I met with U.S. Embassy officials working on energy sector 

initiatives. I also met with local scholars, NGOs, journalists, and politicians. My meetings with 

U.S. Embassy representatives were unofficial and helped me to construct a deeper understanding 

of the totality of the energy sector in Bulgaria. I also attended a conference organized by the 

Center for the Study of Democracy. Finally, I took part in Kozloduy’s “Open Door Day,” during 

which I was able to enter one of the plant’s working reactors.  
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Conclusions 

 Over the course of three months of research, I discovered more questions than answers. 

While I began by approaching the topic of nuclear energy in Bulgaria from the perspective of 

risk and toxicity assessment, I soon realized that looking at the socio-political and economic 

dimensions is just as—or more—important. While some of my interlocutors, mostly those not 

involved in the nuclear energy sector and not living in Kozloduy, commonly referenced the risk 

of disaster especially in relation to Chernobyl and Fukushima, the majority of those personally 

involved with or living in Kozloduy focused on the technological modernity of the plant and the 

“oasis” in which they live. 

Plans for Future Research Agenda/ Presentations and Publications 

 My future research will entail a longer period of participant-observation in Kozloduy, 

where I plan to start a summer program to teach English. My findings from 2017 will be further 

analyzed and published into a scholarly article for a peer-edited journal and will also serve as the 

springboard for a second book project focusing on the Danube River, nuclear energy politics, and 

EU accession in Bulgaria. I plan to augment my previous research findings with another summer 

of research in 2018 and then present my findings at the American Anthropological Association’s 

Annual 2018 meeting as well as at various academic and policy-oriented conferences.  
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