
Nuclear Power: Impacts to Wildlife 
 

Animals of Chernobyl: The fallout from the accident at Ukraine’s Chernobyl Nuclear 

Power Plant in 1986 caused mortalities, reproductive failures, DNA damage, higher 

frequencies of tumors and physical abnormalities in everything from birds to beetles, 

and damage to immune systems in animal populations around the Exclusion Zone.  

• Fukushima’s Sea Life: A huge amount of radioactive contamination entered the Pacific Ocean due to 

the Fukushima nuclear disaster in March 2011, from atmospheric fallout and direct discharge of 

cooling water. Radionuclides continue to be released from groundwater and leaking tanks even today. 

High levels of cesium, a radioactive isotope that decays relatively rapidly, have been found in fish and 

plankton near the plant. Radiation levels have been holding steady, showing that radiation leaks are 

not yet under control. At least 42 fish species in the immediate area are considered unsafe for 

consumption, and many fisheries remain closed.  New concerns continue to arise. Leaks now appear 

to be higher in strontium-90, a radioactive substance that is absorbed differently. While cesium tends 

to go in and out of the body quickly, strontium is a bone-seeking isotope. It is unknown whether this 

contamination will have any long-term adverse effects. 

You don’t need an accident for wildlife to be harmed! 
 

• Fisheries:  

o Pilgrim destroys more than 90 species of commercially and recreationally important marine and 

diadromous fish. One study estimates that 14.5 million fish are killed on average every year by 

Pilgrim’s once-through cooling system, which uses up to 510 million gallons of water daily from 

Cape Cod Bay. Small organisms (e.g., fish eggs and larvae) are “entrained,” or pulled through the 

facility’s pipes as the water is pulled in. Larger organisms (e.g., adult fish) are “impinged”, or get 

stuck on the intake screen.  

o River herring, a species of special concern, are 

impinged regularly at Pilgrim. For example, 

Pilgrim’s once-through cooling system killed more 

than 41,100 river herring in 1995 - one of the 

highest impingement rates occurring to date for the 

species. 

o Menhaden and rainbow smelt, important yet 

declining fish species, are also among the most 

commonly impinged fish. Nearly 50,000 rainbow 

smelt and 780,000 menhaden have been impinged 

since 1980.  
                                                                                                            These impinged fish get pulled in with cooling water  

• Invertebrates:                                                                                                      and get stuck to the intake screen. 

o On average, 160 billion blue mussels are impinged and entrained each year by Pilgrim’s once-

through cooling system. In 2012 alone, nearly 12,000 invertebrates representing 14 taxa were 

impinged. Sevenspine bay shrimp (6,622), ribbon worms (2,010), longfin squid (1,141), lobster and 

4 species of crab (1,809), horseshoe crab (99), starfish (70), and other invertebrates were impinged. 
 

• Birds:  

o The roseate tern is listed as federally endangered. The high fish mortalities that occur at Pilgrim 

impact terns because many species are roseate terns’ main food source during in their time at 

Plymouth’s Long Beach (terns’ staging and nesting ground from Jul-Sept). Pilgrim is only 4 mi. from 

Long Beach, and Pilgrim is reducing the fish that the roseate terns rely on for foraging at this time. 

 

For more information visit www.capecodbaywatch.org. 


