The Environmental Crisis in the Soviet Union by Charles F. Sills 

In a March, 1991 Washington Post column entitled " The Union of Soviet Socialist Pollution," Group Matthews, vice president of the World Resources Institute, remarked on the contrasting Soviet and American perceptions of environmental risk and danger. At a joint meeting on managing national security problems, the Americans appeared to find one particular topic, " The Environmental Dimensions of Security," 

... if not uninteresting, at least far removed from their concerns. They had little to contribute. The Russians, on the other hand, leapt to the discussion with enthusiasm. Though they have more immediate worries - their country's survival and the role of its military being more than a little uncertain - they have no difficulty accepting direct linkage of the words " environment" and " security." One reason is that environmental conditions in the Soviet Union's one-sixth of the planet are so appalling that no one needs to explain the nature of the threats or the national interests that are at stake.
The Soviet agency which is the equivalent of our Environmental Protection Agency - the USSR State Committee for Environmental Protection (Goskompriroda) - has classified up to 20 regions, inhabited by more than half the country's population, as " environmental crisis areas." And some of these are defined as being in a state of " irreversible ecological catastrophe" because of radioactive contamination, chemical poisoning of lakes and rivers, severe air pollution from the burning of high-sulfur coal in power plants and factories, as well as other abuses of nature.

Fedor Morgun, former chairman of Goskompriroda, sums up the state of his country's environment eloquently when he says: " In our country the infernal hell that Dante describes has already appeared on Kiev's Kreshchatik Street, in Alma-Ata, in Frunze, in the majority of republican capitals, and in many regional and industrial centers, on the Ring Road and Gorky Street in Moscow. . . . Mother Nature has become tired, is gasping for breath; and with her the people are too. Good can turn into evil." 

Unfortunately, for large parts of the Soviet Union and its former ideological allies in the East Bloc, this is not a melodramatic exaggeration. Daily, clouds of smog, carbon dioxide and even ammonia pervade the Union's large cities. Soviet rivers are so saturated with chemicals that on average, one catches fire every month. Over 600 urban areas lack primary water-treatment facilities, and there is a 10- to 15-year backlog for the construction of such plants. Consequently, most of the surface water in the Union is unfit to drink, and much of the groundwater supply has been irreversibly polluted. A greater percentage of the country's freshwater fish are too full of toxins to be safe for consumption, and scores of salmon rivers have been ruined by untreated waste from homes and industry.

Millions of hectares of land have been withdrawn from farming because of erosion, chemical pollution or excessive salination, while oil drilling, logging, and other industries threaten the northern taiga forests. As an article in the Russian Gazette, the weekly newspaper of the Russian Republic's parliament, stated: " We drill more and more oil, destroy more and more wilderness areas, deprive the local peoples of all possibility of supporting themselves, then turn around and spend the dollars we make selling oil abroad to buy food for those very same people." 

With 80 percent of all Soviet manufacturing situated in the Russian Republic, life expectancy there is shorter than in any other European country, including Ukraine, Byelorussia, and the Baltic nations; half of the men called up for the draft fail the military's medical examination. Thanks to the concentration of motor traffic, power plants and chemical factories in and around Moscow, the capital city's air pollution is several times as critical as in the rest of the Union. Surprisingly, worse environmental disasters in the Soviet Union have occurred in other republics, and have given their independence movements a new dynamism.

Major Disasters

Chernobyl is the best known of these calamities. The dimensions of the massive radiation poisoning caused by the Chernobyl nuclear-reactor explosion in 1986 were suppressed for years by the Communist bureaucracy, but once the facts began to reach the public, Chernobyl became the focus of the crusade for Ukrainian independence.

Other incidents have only recently come to light and have been equally appalling. The Mayak nuclear-weapons facility in Kyshtym, Chelyabinsk Oblast, may have caused up to 20 times more exposure to radiation than Chernobylin a 1957 explosion and from cumulative dumping of nuclear waste in the Techa River since 1949. The region adjacent to Mayak has been called " the Urals' Hiroshima." Today, most of the 300,000 people and 200-plus villages in what the government calls the East Ural Radioactive Trail are still using the river, and using as well the region's contaminated soil to grow food, which they eat themselves or ship to the cities.

As Dick Russell, an American who attended an environmental nongovernmental organization conference in Moscow last March (co-sponsored by the Institute for Soviet-American Relations), reported on his return: " We all know about Chernobyl, but how many of us have heard of Chelyabinsk, Or of Ufa, where the release of 100 tons of chlorophenols into a water basin last year has severely affected the health of 60,000 people? Or the infants of Nukus, dying at the rate of one in ten alongside a river that is called the sewer of Central Asia." 

Nukus is the capital of the Karakalpak Autonomous Region, located on the western shore of the Aral Sea. Once the world's fourth-largest inland sea, the Aral has lost two-thirds of its volume, 40 percent of its surface area, and 20 of its 24 species of fish in the last 25 years. This is the result of a single-minded policy of diverting the sea's tributaries to irrigate vast cotton fields, and thus convert the entire surrounding region to cotton production. The irrigation canals are unlined, so much of the water seeps away or evaporates. The water that is reclaimed is contaminated with pesticides used to treat the cotton crop, and trickles back into the Aral and surrounding water sources. The result: 70 out of 100 local inhabitants are incurably ill with hepatitis, ulcers, typhus, or cancer. One-tenth of newborn infants die before the age of one, and most of those who survive suffer from birth defects.

The accelerated shrinking of the Aral Sea is an ecological disaster that has been watched by the world for the last several years. Similar impending disasters are now commanding equal attention. In June, the first international conference on the problems of the Caspian Sea was held in Baku. The waters of the Caspian presently exceed the maximum permissible concentration of petroleum products 100 times over; of substances in suspension, 85 times; and of phenols, 15 times. Arif Mansurov, chairman of the Azerbaijan State Nature Conservation Committee, stated that " the development of offshore oil production, the chemical industry, and oil refining without the corresponding purification provisions has lifted the sword of Damocles over marine life." 

Environmental Blindness

As the largest territorial configuration of nations in the world, the Union's environmental problems affect all nations regardless of their proximity to Moscow. For example, the Union accounts for 19 percent of the world's carbon-dioxide emissions, a major contributor to the global " greenhouse effect"; and it produces 13 percent of all chloro-fluorocarbons (CFCs), which also contribute to the " greenhouse effect" by damaging the Earth's ozone layer. Siberia's vast taiga constitutes the greatest remaining virgin forest on Earth, nearly twice as extensive as Brazil's Amazon rainforest, but just as vulnerable to becoming quickly denuded from acid rain.

With all these global ecological perils in mind, then, it is important to understand how the Soviet Union has allowed itself to travel so far down the road to becoming an ecological wasteland before one is able to discover any prospects for recovery.

The origins of the Soviet Union's historical environmental blindness are found in Stalin's rapid industrialization of the country. Building the nation's industries with alarming speed, and increasing economic output - overwhelmingly in the heavy-industry sector - was given absolute priority, and subordinated to the dictates of national security. Consequently, Soviet economic officials emphasized " gigantism" in virtually all of their construction projects - including a proliferation of nuclear-energy complexes - with virtually no thought to the environmental consequences of their actions.

The Gorbachev Era

It was only when Mikhail Gorbachev came to power that a new environmental awareness, which seemed to conform naturally with glasnost and perestroika, began to flicker in Moscow. But it was the jolt of Chernobylwhich focused international attention and concern on the ramifications of the Soviet Union's reckless environmental practices. Chernobylforced government officials to grapple with what had been until then a profound, but largely secret, domestic shame.

With the creation of Goskompriroda in 1988, Gorbachev established the institutional domain for what he has called the " ecologization" of Soviet society. However, most of the attention on environmental issues was centered in the Union's newly democratized legislature - in the Supreme Soviet and its Committee on Ecology and the Rational Use of Natural Resources, which became the center of publicity, debate, and reform regarding environmental issues. Reinforcing this new legislative environmental activism was the republics' drive for more political autonomy over economic decision making, particularly regarding the use of their natural resources. Consequently, in the Supreme Soviet and in republican legislatures, environmental grievances had become the magnetic poles around which independence crusades rallied.

The Costs of Cleanup

In the still uncertain post-Soviet milieu, what are the chances that the reconstituted Union can free itself from its self-imposed ecological straitjacket and improve its citizens' quality of life?

The amount of money required for the Union's environmental reclamation - and industrial reconstruction - constitutes an unimaginable sum. To be sure, the Union, and for that matter most of Eastern Europe, could easily qualify as one continental Superfund site. This means an unprecedented requirement for capital investment in new equipment, infrastructure, and technology.

But to absorb such capital investments - which is a shaky assumption as the West muddles along in recession - the Union would put itself through a radical economic restructuring and reform. But a much more crucial consideration is the Union's desperate need for environmental-management expertise - now, and in the future when and if infusions of capital and pollution-abatement technology are forthcoming.

Only 450 people work in Goskompriroda's Moscow office, compared with 5,000 employees at the EPA headquarters in Washington, D.C. The Soviet agency has a 20-million-ruble budget, compared with EPA's $5.5 billion. For a ministry which must acquire, process, and analyze data about environmental conditions in the world's largest territory, Goskompriroda possesses only two computers, which do not together have enough storage capacity for a list of specialists to be used as consultants - let alone as a data bank for environmental information.

For the time being, these deficiencies cast a pall over the otherwise heartening enthusiasm on the part of the Union to participate in international environmental forums and treaties. In addition, the Soviet Union almost completely lacks the internal enforcement capabilities, as well as sufficient pollution-control equipment, to fulfill the terms of its own international commitment to reduce by 30 percent its transboundary sulfur-dioxide emissions by 1993.

Grand Visions

Nevertheless, it may well be that a combination of ruthless economic reform and accelerated technical collaboration with the West could produce a " leapfrog effect" whereby the Soviet economy could actually begin to sustain its own rejuvenation. Grand visions are not wanting. Economist Vassily Sokolov suggests a U.S.-Japanese investment consortium in a comprehensive development of Siberian natural-gas reserves for export and as an alternative to the Union's highly polluting production and use of coal. The foreign currency earned through exports could pay for an expanded program of pollution monitoring, as well as for waste-treatment and energy- conservation equipment the Union so desperately needs.

Around the world, the collaborative achievements of ordinary citizens suggest that if their respective governments strive as hard, anything may be possible. Providing one of the best metaphors, last year a team of climbers from the United States, the Soviet Union, and China scaled the heights of Mt. Everest and came back down leading a string of yaks carrying two tons of garbage left by generations of previous climbers. As Soviet Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze affirmed in a recent interview: " Our sovereign planet is gradually losing the potential that allows it be called a living planet. But I am optimist. After all, a true optimist is someone who is aware of all the pitfalls but manages to keep going anyway, even smiling in the process. He smiles because he knows that he will get there in the end." 
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