Untold Story: The Enormity of the Soviet Union's Health Disaster by Murray Feshbach 

Even if by some miracle the struggle for power within the Soviet Union ends peaceably with clear, effective leadership; even if an accommodation is made between the central state and the various republics, even if the economy is made to run efficiently. 

One largely overlooked range of problems will still haunt the Soviet Union for years if not decades to come: A crisis in the health of its people and environment of a scope not fully realized in the outside world and, until two years into glasnost, hardly at all inside the USSR. Vast segments of the Soviet population are suffering from or are vulnerable to diseases largely eliminated in the West. An AIDS epidemic appears likely as the nation unfortunately catches up with the West. Infant mortality runs at levels matching Third World countries, and life expectancies appear to be shortening. Medical treatment is backward if not primitive in many places, particularly rural areas. Medicines are in short supply. All this is exacerbated by pollution of all sorts - land, water and air - and by a distrust of central authority fanned by official lying for years over the toll and impact of Chernobyl and by open-air nuclear weapons testing in Central Asia, just beginning to be revealed.

So serious is the health crisis that meeting the needs will demand huge amounts of money and resources, all but assuring that the Soviet Union, whatever final shape it takes, will be turning inward into the 21st century and for a long time likely to pose a declining military threat to the West. Indeed, the Soviet Union will be looking to the West for money, medicine, and scientific and administrative know-how to deal with its inadequacies in health and environmental care.

Compounding problems in the health and environmental areas, as in almost any problem in the USSR, is the regional dimension. Non-Slavic republics and nationality groups, for virtually any given medical condition or statistic, fare poorly compared to the Slavic republics and the Baltic region. The 1989 census indicated that the Soviet population as a whole grew by about 9 percent since 1979. Russia, the Ukraine and Byelorussia grew from 4 to 6 percent. Despite high infant mortality and shorter life spans, the Uzbek and Turkmen populations grew by more than 34 percent, while the Tajiks grew by more than 45 percent. The discrepancy between the Slavic and non-Slavic republics of the southern tier suggests more resources will have to be directed toward the nationality groups or else risk further antipathy and political resistance to the center by the non-Slavic republics.

The Heavy Toll of Infant Mortality

Infant mortality is a good measure of health conditions in a country. The United States has seen improvement in its rate to about 9.5 deaths of children in their first year of life per 1,000 live births. Among black infants, it is nearly twice as high-18.7. But the Soviet national rate is higher than that-about 22 to 25 deaths per 1,000 live births, according to official figures, which are very suspect. A concerted effort to send well-trained and well-equipped medical personnel to Central Asia may have had some beneficial effect, but it also produced a natural bureaucratic tendency to make the results look better than they really were. In any case, an overall Soviet infant mortality rate of about 33 deaths per 1,000 live births seems a reasonable estimate from recent disclosures about deliberate undercounts.

But the overall figures hide vast differences by region. In the northern areas, such as in Estonia and Latvia, the death rate from infectious and parasitic diseases is 4 to 6 per 10,000 newborn children. In the southern republics, the rate runs from 125 to 140. The general health of the surviving population, children and adults, is affected, too, by these diseases. One piece of evidence: Some 40 percent of recruits from Uzbekistan are rejected for military service for medical reasons.

Western children receive only three to five injections in their first year of life, including the combined anti-diphtheria, pertussis and tetanus (DPT) shots. Other medications, if needed, can be given as liquids or ground-up pills placed in food. I am told that perhaps as many as 85 percent of all children in Moscow are not given these injections in the first year, when they are deemed to be most efficacious. Nationally, in 1989, no less than 70 percent of all children did not receive a DPT shot in the first year of life. Why not? Fear of the medical establishment, in part because glasnost has revealed to the general public that many young physicians were inadequately trained, in pan because of fear of contamination of the DPT with mercury, which killed a number of infants several years ago in Moscow.

Because of the shoddy training or ineptness of medical personnel, an " injection epidemic" has hit one Central Asia republic, where children in their first year of life are given from 200 to 400 shots. A child with an uncomplicated upper respiratory illness may get 38 shots in one visit. To give an injection, the syringe and needle should be sterile and, if a single-use syringe or needle, used only once. Considering the shortage of such single-use syringes and needles, and the large number of injections given, the potential for a medical disaster is manifest. How do Soviet rural district hospitals perform such sterilization if about 80 percent do not have any hot water at all, 25 percent do not have sewage treatment, and 17 percent no piped water of any sort? What is the danger of an explosion of AIDS in the near future as a critical mass of HIV cases builds up and the likelihood of transmission of the virus increases rapidly through bad medical practice much more than through risk-takers?

The shortage of single-use syringes is still overwhelming, despite efforts to increase domestic production and import more. Plans were to produce 100 million disposable syringes in 1988, but actual production was less than eight million. Though 30 million were imported, the total was minuscule compared to an estimated demand of at least 3.5 billion. In 1989, the production target was 500 million units and about the same number of imports. But only 192 million were produced and 300 million imported. Only half the amount needed to meet demand will become available in the foreseeable future. What about the spread of hepatitis, let alone AIDS, due to reuse of any and all syringes and needles, sterile or not?

One can expect a sharp rise in the DPT diseases. In the U.S., for example, one sees less than a handful of diphtheria cases each year. We can now document about 560 cases in Moscow alone, up from 88 two years ago, and 870 in the country as a whole. The same may be true for polio and other diseases for which children are not being vaccinated. An outbreak of tuberculosis, too, is feared. It is still widespread, with 120,000 new cases per year in the USSR, compared with 20,000 in the United States, a figure that has grown that large only in association with AIDS. Due to the shutdown of anti-TB vaccine production in Tashkent, some one million people-300,000 newborn infants-were not injected with the vaccine last year.

Shortages of medicine and medical equipment persist, too. Barely half of all the medicine the USSR needs is being supplied by domestic production and imports. Ironically, domestic production may be declining because of the fight to clean up the environment. Polluting factories that make drugs have been closed down because of the lack of proper scrubbers or because equipment is too old. Some drug-making plants are closing down simply because of a shortage of funds and the lack of profitability. Soviet style. Delays in starting up four medical plants arranged through joint ventures may reduce to almost zero the proportion of medication needs met by domestic production in 1991. Sterilization equipment is also in short supply-perhaps half of the demand level. That's another reason why many patients are fearful of utilizing medical facilities, including emergency first-aid ambulances.

The AIDS Explosion

One incident demonstrates how quickly AIDS can take hold in the absence of proper sterilization procedures. A multi-use syringe and needle that was not sterilized led to the explosion of HIV and AIDS among some 60 or so very young children in a hospital in Kalmykia, Russia. Although hot water was available there, unlike in rural areas, a nurse did not perform what was necessary, was not trained to do, was too rushed, or just did not care.

AIDS was officially reported in late 1990 to number 23 full-blown cases, and HIV about 520 cases. My own current estimate is about 2,000 cases of AIDS and 10,000 to 15,000 cases of HIV. Soviet testing is deficient, especially when searching for broken T-cells while using a single diagnostic test for 10 to 15 blood samples. A model designed by two American researchers, using low estimates provided by me of groups at risk (homosexuals, prostitutes and intravenous drug users), yields a range between 2,000 to 5,000 cases.

By mid-decade, the number of AIDS cases could range from 25,000 to 50,000. Soviet estimates for the year 2000 range widely from 1,300 to 20 million AIDS cases. While neither figure is likely, I expect that an explosion of cases will occur in the next two to three years. Not only will children likely continue to be infected at a high rate (accounting for about half of all cases of HIV at the present time), but also adults to a much larger degree than hitherto. Perhaps the total will not reach the tragic levels of the U.S. with its more than 150,000 cases of AIDS and over 80,000 deaths, but the potential exists for a much larger number of cases than many contemplate within the Soviet medical establishment. What's more, the Soviets have not budgeted anywhere near the amount of money needed to treat AIDS patients, which runs about $75,000 a year per patient in the U.S.

And The List Goes On

Much has been written about the extent of alcohol consumption and smoking in the Soviet Union. Suffice to say that drinking is virtually omnipresent and is one of the leading causes of lowered life expectancies for males. Drinking was the target of the very first public decree issued by Gorbachev after he took power, so we know there is great concern on the part of the leadership.

Alcohol abuse is not just a question of the quantity consumed. It's the style of drinking, the rapidity. When you chug-a-lug one vodka after the other, the ethanol level in the blood cannot metabolize it all. By the way, no vodka bottle has a cork or screw top; there's only a tear-off cap because you never put it back in the refrigerator. You only go to the refrigerator to get another bottle.

As for smoking, it's one of the reasons why cancer rates arc much higher than in the U.S. Seventy million smoke out of a population of about 200 million over the age of nine. They start smoking at age ten or not much later. 

The Soviet Union has a number of social or societal problems that while not directly health issues nevertheless have an impact on public health. An unusual phenomenon for peacetime occurring in the Soviet Union is a vast number of internal refugees-as many as a million people fleeing nationality conflicts or ecological fears such as Chernobyl or natural causes or seeking economic improvement. Because of a severe housing shortage, many of the refugees are forced to live in crowded and often unhealthy housing or hotels or railroad stations. Many Russian nationals who live in non-Russian republics are fleeing the region to return home, including health and medical personnel sorely needed in Central Asia.

Even crime and corruption, on the increase, has a health aspect. Stealing medicine or medical equipment en route from port or plant to hospitals and other users is becoming more common. I have been told about one kidney dialysis machine heading for the Armenians that was diverted for use as an air filter in a tropical fish tank in Moscow.

The Fallout From Chernobyl

The same medical establishment that is covering up the AIDS danger also lied to the population immediately affected by Chernobyl about that disaster's true health hazards and consequences. It was not until Pravda, on March 20, 1989, revealed the extent of residual radiation from caesium-137 fallout that a large number of the residents of the Ukraine, Byelorussia and a small portion of the Russian republic knew that they had been living under threat of deteriorating health since the accident three years earlier.

Another major public finding was announced at a plenary session of the 9th Congress of the National Trade Union Organization in July 1990: " The bitter truth is known . . . over four million persons live in areas contaminated by radioactive substances and the scale of the disaster is still being updated." Fear is widespread that similar reactors will also become defective in the future from shoddy construction, lack of adequate shielding or human error. Similar facilities built by the Soviets in Eastern Europe are considered to be unsafe; many have been closed.

Soviet authorities at year's end were still saying that 31 people died directly as a result of Chernobyl. My own figure is over 500. It is no wonder then that distrust of Moscow has spread from the non-Slavic republics to all Ukrainians, including the " Russian" or eastern Ukrainians, and the Byelorussians, reinforcing the calls for sovereignty, for more local decision making, for looser ties in general with the central authority in Moscow. No longer are the Ukrainians and Byelorussians clear-cut allies of Moscow. To a degree underappreciated in the West, distrust of central authority has made the environmentalist/nationality nexus quite viable, with considerable impact on Soviet politics.

Early indications are that the health of the young and adult populations has been seriously affected by the Chernobyl accident. For example, pre-thyroid cancers and leukemia are reported more and more frequently. Another consequence of the accident is the curtailment of construction of any other reactors like Chernobyl. Indeed, some republics are asking that nuclear testing sites be shut down or moved elsewhere. Scaling back on nuclear reactors will entail substitution of coal, in the short-run at least, and some additional gas and oil output can be garnered from the fields currently under operation. Over the long run, development of the gas industry should make this resource a much larger, and cleaner, source of power. But for now, the coal that will take up the slack from nuclear energy will likely be from lower-quality fields which have not been exhausted and will again pollute the atmosphere as it has in time past. As a result, the population's health will suffer.

Water Pollution: A " Catastrophe" 

The Soviet attitude toward water pollution reflects, in microcosm, the attitude until recently toward most health and environmental problems-a low priority for controlling pollution, inefficiency in administration if not worse, cover-ups of disasters and a belated recognition of the seriousness of the problems and the high cost of remedying them.

Aleksei Yablokov, the leading environmentalist in the Soviet Union, gave a vivid description that minced few words about the water problem last summer to an international congress held in Sweden:

In Russia proper, 32 percent of annual runoff is re-routed to more than half of the other Soviet regions. Fourteen percent of the water taken is lost on the way due to unlined canals. As a result, the water filters through the canals and settles underground in adjacent lands. Exacerbating the problem, waste waters from irrigation systems saturated with salt and pesticides form artificial lakes, some of them covering hundreds of square kilometers.
Thoughtless hydrotechnical construction has resulted in the swamping of 2,600 villages and 165 towns. Economic damage is estimated to be in the billions of rubles and the damage continues to grow. Some predict that by the year 2000, half of the territory of Moscow will be permeated with water because 290 of 510 kilometers of small rivers and streams are being filled up with topsoil in the process of construction work, and because water is being lost from water pipes and sewers (water lost is about 20 percent of all the daily water usage). Catastrophic situations exist in 75 percent of all the inner bodies of water in the country . . . Purification systems are scarce and ineffective ... At Batumi, the biggest port on the Black Sea coast of Georgia, only 18 percent of waste water is treated...
In sum, water pollution in the USSR has reached a catastrophic level. It is the main reason why 20 percent of the Soviet population lives in a zone of " ecological disaster," due to pollution of any sort. Another 35-40 percent lives in zones of " unfavorable conditions." Some Soviet scientists assert that 75 percent of all illness is related to the use and consumption of polluted water. The health of the Soviet population is rapidly deteriorating in many regions as a direct result of water pollution.

The Soviets have historically put pollution control low on the priority list, when it was on the list at all. Water was considered a limitless resource and was used without restraint. Since water use was almost cost-free, there was minimal conservation. Laws and regulations to control water resource use and protection have been abused and ignored. Today, with concern for the environment a national emergency, the Soviets are desperate for solutions. They have realized that in order to save their dying water systems, they must seek the advice and support of the international community.

Some examples of critical water pollution problems illustrate the variety and depth of the Soviet situation.

The Aral Sea ranks as one of the world's worst ecological catastrophes. What used to be a highly productive body of water supporting a vast ecosystem is disappearing, leaving behind a lifeless desert. In the past 30 years, the sea has lost 60 percent of its water surface, much of it diverted to feed the cotton monoculture of Central Asia. The new dried sea bed provides for the annual lifting into the atmosphere of up to 75 million tons of sand, dust and salt, driven hundreds of miles by storms and winds.

To make the ground fertile, fertilizers and pesticides are overused, leaching into the water table. The health hazards are ominous. Two-thirds of the local population reportedly has typhoid, hepatitis and/or cancer of the digestive system. Mothers are warned against nursing their children as all are believed to have chemical pesticides in their breast milk. In some regions of the Aral basin, mortality rates are double the USSR national average. In one fishing town that used to be on the Aral Sea but is now 15 miles inland, only five percent of the adults are considered healthy.

The Sea of Azov is another major body of water in crisis. This sea, which used to be one of the most productive in the world, is dying and dying quickly. The northern part of the sea has lost 80 percent of its natural ability for self-purification. There are signs of " unexplained high natural radiation." The town of Mariupol on the coast recently reported background radiation at 20 times higher than normal. Valuable fish catch as fallen by 90 percent. The average annual concentration of pesticides in the Sea of Azov has increased five-fold over the past several years.

Lake Baikal holds one-fifth of the world's fresh water and is the deepest and oldest lake in the world. Over 100 industries on the shore of the lake have no purification facilities at all and dump waste water into the lake. Bottom sediment pollution over an area larger than 20 square kilometers has been detected near the primary polluter of the lake, the Baikalsk Pulp and Paper Combine. One hundred fifty rivers and streams out of 336 which feed the lake have disappeared over the last 25 years because of excessive forest cutting.

One of the most significant problems in the management of water resources in the USSR involves the transportation and treatment of water. The USSR is the only " developed country" that continues to lay water pipes with no insulating material inside. These pipes rust and thus water flow is greatly impeded and the water is contaminated as well. Almost 30,000 kilometers of water supply networks in Russia, one-quarter of the national total, are completely worn out. Sixty-one percent of all collective-farm living quarters contain no water pipes at all. Most of the infectious disease hospitals in Uzbekistan have no plumbing at all. If the construction of water supply systems continues at today's rate, then the percentage of the Uzbek population using good drinking water will decline from 50 to 32 percent by the end of the century. Modem water pipes and sewage systems are virtually nonexistent in rural areas throughout Central Asia.

The canals laid in the Soviet Union present another embarrassing situation. There are hundreds of kilometers of unlined canals situated directly on sand. Only 6 percent of the canals in the steppe area are lined; needless to say, the amount of leakage is colossal. Only 20 to 30 percent of the water that travels along canals designed and made by the Ministry of Water Resources' Construction actually reaches the area it was meant to irrigate. The leakage from these canals leads to the formation of swamps and salinization of the land.

Waste-water output in the USSR has increased five times in the past 20 years. The Soviets calculate that it will probably rise another two-and-one-half times by the year 2000. The statistics available for waste water count waste that travels through communal systems; the hundreds of illegal dumpings and " accidents." which would add even more untreated waste water, are not taken into account. Systems for treating this water are scarce and inefficient. Less than half the industrial waste water in Moscow is treated. Only 8 percent of Moscow treatment facilities clean water up to prescribed standards. In 1988. the USSR as a whole " adequately treated" only 30 percent of its sewage. Another 50 percent was improperly purified and 20 percent was dumped raw into the environment.

It's no wonder then that diseases associated with impure water run so rampant in sections of the Soviet Union. The nationwide hepatitis rate is many times that of the United States. The Centers for Disease Control estimate 55,000 cases of hepatitis a year, compared with the Soviet figure of 800,000 for a population only 15 percent larger. Another example: typhoid. In the United States, the number of cases varies from 100 to 500 a year, depending on the number of carriers who have entered the country. In the Soviet Union, the number has ranged from 0,000 to 15,000 in the past decade.

On The Land, In The Air

Land pollution, of course, is inextricably bound up with water pollution. Land pollution, including salination and excess use of pesticides and herbicides, affects a very large proportion of the arable land of the country. According to Yablokov, of the total area of agricultural land, one-quarter is saline, 20 percent suffers from soil erosion, nearly 5 percent is water-logged or swampy and just about half the total is ecologically damaged.

Air pollution presents an equally bleak picture. Seventy million persons live in cities in which the Maximum Pollution Concentration is exceeded by five or more times; 50 million in 103 cities where it is exceeded by 10 or more times, and 43 million in 68 cities where the pollution concentration limit is exceeded by 15 or more times. In 1988, extremely high levels of 50 or more times the pollution standard were recorded in 16 urban locations.

It should also be noted that looking at different forms of pollution, one by one, may not give a true picture of the hazards. The synergistic effects of various forms of pollution may be greater than the sum of their parts, so to speak, in terms of health risks.

Putting a price tag on funds needed to remedy the nation's health and environment is virtually impossible. It will clearly take hundreds of billions of rubles and, in any case, an amount that assures heavy demand on the country's resources and capital-and an intense competition for those funds with components of the Soviet structure that believe other things are more important.

But while solutions will be slow in coming-and things will get worse before they get better-there has been an awakening of consciousness over the sorry state of the nation's health and pollution dangers. Glasnost has brought information to the people. And the people genuinely and forcefully are demanding solutions, in particular to the degradation of the water supply.

The State Committee on the Preservation of Nature was founded three years ago to address environmental issues. Units have been set up in each Soviet republic. The All-Union Society for the Protection of Nature was created in the 1960s and has a large membership.

Environmental groups have also been formed among the new Soviet Congressmen. Perhaps one-quarter of the recently-elected members of the Congress of People's Deputies had " green" issues as a significant platform point in their election campaigns. A Soviet branch of Greenpeace has been established and many other non-governmental organizations are also involved in environmentally related activities. While some environmental groups had sprung up by the 1970s, today there is an explosion of activity with hundreds of new groups, official and unofficial, forming to combat national and regional problems in the environment.

Public pressure has become a viable method of halting environmentally dangerous projects and is being used more and more effectively. Citizens who suffer from health problems caused by water pollution are now demanding action. In one city with poor sanitary operations, the population demanded and received the resignation of the mayor, who did not deal adequately with a typhoid epidemic.

The Soviet Union's rulers appear to believe they have more serious problems for the moment than the nation's health or environment-righting the economy and restoring order throughout the Soviet world. But if those challenges are ever met, problems of health and environment will still be there, ready to devour any new resources.

Can the demands of an angry public be ignored? The competition for money among different groups in the Soviet Union means those most concerned about health and the environment will not get all they need and want But the genie is out of the bottle and not even a return to autocratic, centralized rule can push the genie very far back in.

Murray Feshbach is research professor of demography at Georgetown University and has specialized in Soviet issues for three decades. He is the author, with Alfred Friendly, Jr.  of the forthcoming book Breakdown: Health and Nature in the USSR. This article is reprinted from Cosmos (1991), an annual publication of The Cosmos Club in Washington, D.C. 

