Introduction: "Cleaning Up the Environment in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe" by Peter Pavilionis 

Approximately five and a half years after the deadly accident at the Soviet Union's nuclear energy plant at Chernobyl - time enough for crucial lessons to be turned into implementations aimed at preventing another such occurrence - ominous news dispatches reported an explosion and fire in the turbine complex of a reactor an uncomfortably short distance away from the cement sarcophagus that contains the still highly radioactive remains of Chernobyl's Reactor Number 4. If this news wasn't enough to shock those who vividly remember what was probably history's worst nuclear accident, news of yet another fire at Chernobyl came days later.

In one sense, since they appear not to have released any radiation, the reactor fires can be seen as a mixed blessing. They demonstrate that relatively little has changed despite the government's renewed vigor in revealing this and other environmental catastrophes, and despite its assurances of trying to change the specific political and institutional machinery that contributes to such disasters. The continuing existence of smokestacks belching out noxious fumes and of industrial pipelines and sewage drains fouling the country's waterways and lakes only serves to highlight the extreme difficulty in effecting desperately needed changes in the institutional mindset of party and state officials who see economic output and ecological protection as a zero-sum relationship. It is also indicative of the country's potential for even grander ecological catastrophes as it faces political disarray as well as looming economic collapse and a dearth of technology and managerial expertise required to prevent further devastation of the country's fragile ecology. These factors and their potential for future environmental crises at least provide some focus for how the new Union - whatever form it finally takes - must proceed in order to prevent any future destruction of its and its neighbors environmental domains.

The spate of articles in the West on the fifth anniversary of the Chernobyl disaster reminds us of just how important the accident was as a watershed event in the environmental movement - in both the West and the Soviet Union. To be sure, Chernobyl serves as a powerful symbol of the Soviet Union's ecological devastation, and it has certainly transformed a fledgling Soviet environmental movement into a political Juggernaut, giving impetus to the regime's many critics on a whole range of issues. However, Chernobyl has also tended to obscure the other, equally disastrous environmental crises in the Soviet Union - and even in the new democracies of Eastern Europe because of their communist past - that aren't as dramatic or as sudden as an explosion at a nuclear reactor, but are just as serious and fraught with as many lethal consequences. While Chernobyl's adverse environmental impact manifested itself within days, other Soviet and East European environmental problems have been building and making their effects known for years - but like Chernobyl, their effects are not easily subject to quick remedies.

The democratic wave that swept Eastern Europe during 1989-1990, and the ongoing political transformation of the Soviet Union, presents us with a dilemma. The new East European democracies that emerged from the Soviet Bloc, as well as the new nations emerging from the collapse of the Soviet Union, hold the promise of a new system of governance - more pluralistic, more committed to oversight and accountability in weighty issues of environmental protection. This is quite a departure from their predecessors' commitment to rapid industrialization in a taut, centrally-planned economic system which, more often than not, treated the environment as little more than a source of raw materials and a convenient repository for the noxious byproducts of ever-increasing production. The newly-elected democratic governments of Eastern Europe all share a tenuous legitimacy and acceptance by their citizens, who judge the worth of newfound freedoms and accountable government in terms of economic growth, employment and better living standards - at a time when the leaders of these countries face a bleak period of global monetary contraction and scarce investment capital in their privatized industries. Pollution-control technology and environmental oversight are costly items, especially to new governments that have inherited bankrupt and inefficient economies, but whose exports must somehow successfully compete in a global marketplace. The point here is that Eastern Europe's new leaders - and quite possibly the leaders of the new states emerging from the Soviet Union's dissolution - will be, in all likelihood, more concerned about the inherent trade-offs between economic growth and environmental protection. However, one must not assume that these new regimes will be " ecotopias" ; if anything, their economic survival argues against such an assumption.

Yet, there are some elements in the new East European governments that portend a cleaner environment throughout the region. First of all, most of the new leaders of Eastern Europe emerged from the communist era's dissident movements; their concerns are those born of opposition to their communist rulers' ruinous policies. As such, their goals for Eastern Europe's future include a strong environmental component. Second, the reindustrialization of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe begins from a decidedly handicapped position. Close to a half-century of unchecked industrialization has left these new nations and proto-nations with a legacy of severe pollution. In the rebuilding of their industries, they have an example to avoid - a benchmark against which they can judge whether their industrial policies and investment decisions set them apart from their environmentally negligent predecessors. If they don't meet this standard, their newly-enfranchised citizens will surely let them know. Third, in drafting their new constitutions, these new nations have drawn heavily from the historical experience of the West's established democracies; in so doing, they are able to avoid years of trying to adapt constitutional guarantees and governmental structures to the pressures of modern society. In the same way, the new nations of Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union could well adopt a new industrial paradigm - one that is already informed by a new economic rationale which places ecological concerns at the forefront of investment and production decisions.

In this issue of USCSAR Reports, our intention is to provide a view of the many environmental problems that have pervaded the Soviet and East European landscape. We begin with a survey of how environmental problems have caused a public health crisis of unprecedented proportions in the Soviet Union. Its author, Murray Feshbach, is the most qualified to do so as he has studied and written extensively about the Soviet population and its health problems for well over three decades. Charles Sills then gives us a comprehensive overview of the many environmental crises affecting the Soviet Union. In an extremely interesting article, Gary Waxmonsky describes the various modalities governing U.S. cooperation in providing the Soviet Union with assistance and expertise in environmental management as well as how this kind of cooperation is likely to continue in the future. The article is significant not only for its discussion of the commitment of the United States in trying to improve the Soviet environment, but it is indicative of what kind of institutional character the new Union will take in solving functional problems like environmental management. Much has been said in the West about the problem of global warming, and in the article by Nancy Lubin, several public-opinion polls conducted in the Soviet Union reveal some rather surprising attitudes toward this controversial aspect of the environment, and about the Soviet public's perception of environmental problems in general.

We then turn to a series of articles on the environmental movement in the Soviet Union and the various groups that have enlivened debate over environmental issues - thus mightily contributing to the transformation of the Soviet political system. In his article, Ron Davison provides an overview of the recent evolution of the Soviet environmental movement as well as a survey of how nationalist groups in the various republics have increased their popularity by incorporating environmental issues in their platforms. My article on Central Asia's environmental tragedy follows up by focusing on the way in which the Central Asian nationalist fronts have successfully linked environmental issues in their republics and their aspirations for sovereignty over their lands and natural resources. Following this, we feature an interview with Almaz Estekov on another Central Asian environmental disaster: the effects of many decades of nuclear-weapons tests at the Semipalatinsk test site in Kazakhstan, which have left people in nearby settlements with serious health problems. We conclude this series with a reprint of an article from Soviet Life magazine, published by the Soviet Embassy. The article best represents the Soviet view of the Chernobyl legacy, and is interesting in its candor about the accident after so many years.

The next section is a series of articles and interviews on environmental crises in Eastern Europe; and we begin with an excellent overview of the region's problems with Hilary French's article. She not only provides an overview, but gives us a good insight into the kinds of dilemmas faced by countries escaping their communist past and are just beginning to confront the environmental legacy left behind. This is followed by an interview with Helena Reid, a native of Poland, who describes her country's pollution problems and steps the country is taking to clean up its environment. Emily Lambie, an environmental analyst, discusses the history of Bulgaria's environmental movement, " Eco-Glasnost," and its contribution to historic political change in that country. The section concludes with an interview with East European business consultant Patrick Murphy, who talks about private-sector opportunities for environmental clean-up in eastern Germany. Finally, we feature a review of Grigori Medvedev's The Truth About Chernobyl, written by Hunter Alexander.

The United States Center for Soviet-American Relations (USCSAR) strongly supports the efforts of all peoples in their struggle for the most basic human needs, which include the right to live in a safe and sustainable ecological habitat. In this issue of USCSAR Reports, the Center seeks to underscore the serious environmental crises in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. Our goal is to provide the basis for crucial recommendations to these new nations - and to the Western nations in their efforts to assist in cleaning up these environmental disasters.

USCSAR is making this task a priority in its programs and activities by joining with top environmental firms across the United States and Western Europe in providing information, recommendations, and technical assistance to these troubled regions. The Center is seeking environmental grants and contributions from individuals and corporations to assist in the invaluable efforts to clean up these devastated areas, whose effects are felt not only in nearby locales, but beyond national boundaries as well, ruining the global quality of life. We urge individuals and organizations within the U.S. to join our efforts in providing a better understanding of environmental concerns so that the new members in the community of nations can provide their citizens with a better quality of life.

As an important part of its programs and activities in the area of environmental assistance, USCSAR has joined with Eco-Media, a new Washington, DC-based organization which is planning upcoming trips to Eastern Europe and the republics of the former Soviet Union this spring. Eco-Media will visit these environmentally devastated areas in order to provide the American public and media organizations with investigative reports and information identifying what type of assistance these regions require. In working with Eco-Media, our efforts will be directed at providing the stimulus to make immediate changes that will improve the quality of life for these countries' current and future generations.

