GROW BIOINTENSIVE: OUR EXPERIENCE
 and the Method’s Potential in the Chernobyl Radiation Zone
as told to Larissa Keet and Carol Vesecky by Ludmila Zhirina and Igor Prokofiev of the NGO VIOLA, Bryansk, Russia during a visit to Palo Alto, July 26, 2006

My name is Ludmila Zhirina. I am a kandidat (Ph.D) of biological sciences, an associate professor, and the coordinator of the NGO VIOLA. Our organization works in the Bryansk oblast', which is the region of Russia that suffered the most after the explosion at the Chernobyl Atomic Power Plant. 

And my name is Igor Prokofev. I am also a kandidat (Ph.D) of biological sciences, a university lecturer, and executive director of the NGO VIOLA.
In 2002, our organization began a research program to study the possibilities for using organic farming in radioactively contaminated soils to grow uncontaminated vegetables. Since then we have conducted a series of experiments in several rayons of Bryansk oblast' that have varying levels of contamination. We learned that by using one particular organic method, Biointensive mini-farming, it is possible to decrease the radionuclide contamination of vegetables by 30 percent.

The developer of the GROW BIOINTENSIVE method is an American agricultural researcher, John Jeavons. Our activity is important in the present day, as due to their poverty, the residents of the contaminated lands must continue to grow vegetables in their vegetable gardens. As a result, radionuclides from the soil arrive via vegetables eaten in the human body, where they negatively affect the person's health. The high disease rates of the residents of radioactively contaminated areas serve to confirm this fact. 

The use of Biointensive methods of soil preparation, crop selection, and compost preparation enables the contamination levels of vegetables to be decreased. As a result of our research we prepared recommendations for the local population on the cultivation of vegetables, food preparation, and other ways to live safely with radiation. We continually conduct seminars and trainings, to which we invite all those who are interested. 

[Ludmila speaks:] During this program, over four years, we have tried, step by step, to solve more problems and also to move ahead with our program in several directions, including that of scientific research. Therefore, we conducted an expedition in late fall of 2005 and established that despite the 20 years that have passed since the accident at the Chernobyl atomic power station, the agricultural lands of our region continue to remain contaminated by radionuclides. 

Also, during the early years after the accident, our government brought in sufficient pure food, not containing radionuclides, from other parts of Russia to the villages and small settlements in this part of the region. This state program has long since ended. People were more afraid soon after the accident to go into the woods to collect berries and medicinal herbs, and to use hay for their cows, goats, and sheep. But 20 years have passed and a new generation has grown up. They live in this zone, and there is no place to move to, due to the problematic economic situation elsewhere. So they continue to live a usual life; therefore, they consume the vegetables, grains, and medicinal herbs that they grow near their homes. 

Four years ago, during one of our scientific research expeditions, we studied the traditional methods used by most families in the contaminated areas. We noticed that they continue to use ashes produced by the burning of trees from forests containing radiation. They continue to use chemical fertilizers which, combined with radionuclides, create resonance phenomena, which ecologists call a “synergism”: the compounded simultaneous effects of fertilizers and radionuclides on the body severely worsens its health, and increases the likelihood of illness. 

   Besides, people often grow in large quantities those very vegetable crops and medicinal herbs which accumulate radionuclides many tens of times more than others. Following our investigations we have understood that we must attempt to conduct an educational program for the people in our region, beginning with the schools, and ending with the farmers. This is to explain what simple, yet scientific methods can be used by each family. And for this reason, we approved the Bioinensive method for the contaminated areas. 

Our program began in one particular rayon, the Novozybkovsky rayon, named for the “radiation capital of Russia.”  Here, we have started to work with schools, kindergartens, and orphanages. It may seem strange, but in recent years, not only has it been permitted to grow vegetables on schoolgrounds, schools in fact officially manage gardens for the growing of vegetables for the school cafeterias. Therefore schools were the very first institutions where we started our work. 

Our second group is made up of the families in our region contaminated lands. From1987 to 1990, many families left their homes, kitchen gardens, and villages following the Chernobyl accident. However, after two to three years, immigrant families from the former republics of the Soviet Union such as Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, moved into houses that had been vacated in this area. They also came from other parts of Russia where the situation is even worse than it is here, for example from the Chechen Republic and Dagestan. Frequently these families have many children, often more than ten. And these families are often the worst off economically. Therefore, they are forced to grow the greatest possible harvest of grains and vegetable crops on their land, rather than buying them in stores. This was the second group with which we began to work: families and family kitchen gardens.

The third group with which we also begun working, and are working to develop our collaboration further, is farmers.  Most often, it is small farmers who try out certain elements of organic farming. So, for the past four years, we have conducted an experimen on what elements of the Biointensive method are the easiest and most effective; which of the methods our people are most willing to use, and also what elements of this method yield the best results, i.e. under what conditions the vegetables accumulate the fewest radionuclides. 

This is our primary scientific research direction. 

The second is popularization of the method. Here we use seminars, round tables, lectures, and conversations. We are constantly meeting and chatting with people. Theoretical explanations are never enough at such seminars and lectures – we must also include the practical component. Usually it occupies more time than the theory, because it is necessary to show people all elements of the Biointensive method, so that they make as few mistakes as possible.  That way, they are more likely to grow crops with fewer radionuclides, so that there will be less disease in each family. 

The third direction of activity: we try to select those cultures which accumulate the least amount of radionuclides. Members of our organization VIOLA work hard to gather advice on which particular plants take up from the soil or draw out from the body the most radionuclides, from doctors and scientists at scientific conferences and from references from all over the world. For example, garlic, blackcurrant, and mushrooms accumulate the most radionuclides. If they are in dirty soil, they will draw radionuclides out of it. At the same time, if a person eats pure garlic brought from another zone, it will suck radionuclides out from his or her body, cleansing it. 

And so, during the course of this experiment, we learned that the Biointensive method is one of most promising for future research, because already in its first years of use, we received laboratory results indicating that certain crops, for example onion, beans, cucumber, and tomato accumulate 25-30 percent fewer radionuclides in double-dug beds with correctly prepared biological humus, as a result of companion planting and other elements of the method. Other vegetables such as cereal grains and beans which are transplanted into beds using this method vary in how much the radionuclides decrease. But the ranges of roughly 20 to 30 percent always show that, as a result of using this method, the quantity of radionuclides in vegetables and cereals decreases uniformly. 

As our fourth direction of activity, we help people to select medicinal herbs for cultivation in their kitchen gardens to maintain their health. Most important are the herbs which must be used if there are chronic diseases in the family. Also, people in the radiation zone need to strengthen their immunity. Therefore our organization distributes seeds, cuttings, and medicinal herb plants, and explain how they are grown. These include plants from the the Far East and Siberia, sinice they very effective for these needs. 

During the period of our experimentation and information-gathering, we decided that members of our organization could popularize this method, by offering it to people not only in the Bryansk region, but also in other areas of Russia which have suffered from Chernobyl:  Ukraine and Belarus. In fact, this method could be used in any country where radionuclides have fallen on the soils. We have already thought about how to expand this experiment and our educational programs, and consequently members of our organization have prepared and published a series of brochures and recommendations for people, where in great detail how Biointensive can be used, for what purposes, and what the results will be. And we hope that this method will interest more and more people, because after participating in our seminars and round tables, people are never able to understand everything at first. 

Therefore, in our own apartments, we continually offer telephone consulting assistance to people who call from various villagesm including from other rayons. They may have been participants of seminars, or may have heard about this method from friends or relatives, and also wish to get acquainted. Quite often they visit us at our GROW BIOINTENSIVE demonstration site in Bryansk, and we conduct excursions and practical demonstrations at any time convenient for them. But we understand that this program must be further developed; that it still is not enough. Many people – more than 500,000 – live in the contaminated territory in Bryansk oblast’. In fact, in the other oblasts of Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus’, there are millions who should be using this method, which appears to be so effective. 

We also try to explain the structure and elements of this method to students in the biology and agricultural economics departments of universities. We hope that future generations will also use this method. And we hope that organic agriculture and one of the outstanding directions representing it, the GROW BIOINTENSIVE method, will be accepted in the future and used by increasing numbers of people. We hope that it will bear great fruits of health and hope for delicious organic food. 
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