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In "The Exchange," a story by the late Yuri Trifonov, a pop- 
ular Russian writer who often dealt with the stratagems of the 
Soviet urban middle class, a Moscow woman changes her offi- 
cial apartment registration and legally moves in with her hus- 
band's dying mother-whom she hates. 

She makes the shift for one important reason: to prevent the 
old lady's precious single room from reverting, upon her death, 
to the state. The woman reckons that, through the bartering sys- 
tem used by millions of city folk, she will be able to use the place 
to swap for more space for her family. 

As the story suggests, urban housing remains one of the So- 
viet Union's major problems. Housing was bad under the tsars; it 
grew worse during Josef Stalin's reign (1924-53), when headlong 
industrialization policies drove peasants to urban factory sites 
and World War I1 destruction left more than 25 million homeless. 
The crowding of many families into one apartment became uni- 
versal. By 1950, the average city resident had less than five 
square meters (about seven feet by seven feet) of living space to 
call his own. As late as 1960, some 60 percent of all city families 
lived communally, sharing rooms with others. 

I vividly remember sitting in the office of M. I. Romanov, 
the vice-chairman in charge of housing for the Leningrad Dis- 
trict of Moscow, one day in 1964. In four and a half hours, he saw 
31 people, all of them seeking separate apartments. They came 
as supplicants entreating an official representative of Soviet 
power to grant them this favor, small for him but enormous for 
them, that would immeasurably improve their lives. Only three, 
all very sick, got satisfaction. The others accepted their fate with 
resignation, except for a few who began berating Romanov for 
having failed them in their hour of need. 

Stalin's successors decided to try to eliminate the housing 
shortage, and since 1957 the state has built an average of 2.2 
million units yearly, far more than any other country. In most 
cities, old housing districts are now outnumbered by new ones, 
ranging from "Khrushchev slums," four- or five-story walkups 
thrown up in the late 1950s,* to clusters of taller elevator build- 
'Appalled by the housing shortage, Nikita Khrushchev approved hasty, slipshod construc- 
tion. "Do you build a thousand adequate apartments or 700 good ones?" he asked. Rapid ur- 
banization argued for mere adequacy. The USSR had two cities (Moscow and Leningrad) of 
more than one million in 1926; today it has 23, and apartments are the staple. Single-family 
houses may not be built in towns of more than 100,000. 
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ings (nine to 25 stories) built during the 1970s and '80s to limit 
urban sprawl. By 1982, the average urban living space per cap- 
ita was up to nine square meters, or almost 100 square feet. 

Typically, however, some citizens have fared better than 
others. Some Soviet families I knew and officials I interviewed 
in Moscow and Leningrad during the 1970s had their own apart- 
ments; a decade earlier, they were squeezed into one room and 
sharing kitchens and toilets with strangers. The knowledge that 
a class of housing "rich" exists has bred resentment among the 
millions of housing "poor" still awaiting a place of their own. 

Even today, 40 years after World War 11, the USSR has the 
worst housing shortage of any industrial nation. New construc- 
tion notwithstanding, Soviet cities are still overwhelmed by the 
numbers of people who have come to them, or want to. Twenty 
percent of urban "households" were sharing apartments in 1980, 
and five percent lived in factory dormitories. The Soviet govern- 
ment claims that every year 10 million people improve their liv- 
ing situation in one way or another. But no statistics are 
published (as they are in other countries) on the gap between 
numbers of households and housing units. Yet the gap remains 
wide. Between 1973 and 1982, new marriages exceeded the num- 
ber of new housing units built by 6,175,226. Young Soviet couples 
are destined to live with in-laws for years, perhaps decades. 

Not surprisingly, good housing, being scarce, is one of the 
Soviet regime's rewards to the deserving. Along with a car and a 
country dacha, an apartment is one of any city family's most 
sought-after material goals. Unlike an auto, which costs about 
four times the average annual pay of an industrial worker, and 
an even more expensive dacha, a state-owned apartment is allo- 
cated free to the fortunate family that gets one. Rent, heavily 
subsidized, typically accounts for only five percent of a family's 
monthly earnings (versus roughly 30 percent in America).'' 

But low cost does not mean easy availability. Government 
agencies allocate state housing and approve all private housing 
transactions. (The state owns 75 percent of all urban units.) 

'The Soviet cost of housing, as a percentage of income, was the lowest in the world when it 
was set in 1928. It has never been raised. The cheap rent, which today covers only one-third of 
the average cost of maintaining state-owned housing, is very popular with city-dwellers, al- 
though they pay for the rent subsidy through higher prices for clothing and other goods. 

Henry W.  Morton, 55, is professor ofpolitical science at City University of 
New York in  Queens. Born in Vienna, he received a B.A. from City College 
(1 952), a master's certificate from the Russian Institute at Columbia Uni- 
versity (1954), and a Ph.D. from Columbia University (1959). His many 
books include Soviet Sport: Mirror of Soviet Life (1963) and The Con- 
temporary Soviet City (1984), which he co-edited with Robert C. Stuart. 
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"A new home is coming to the country, and with it, a new way of life." De- 
spite the optimism of this I960 poster, most rural folk still live in izbas, 
squat log cabins that lack indoor plumbing. 

They do not do so on the basis of need, and never have. 
After the Bolshevik Revolution, homes and apartments of 

the nobility and the bourgeoisie were divided among workers 
and peasants; some got more than others. In Hope Abandoned 
(1974), the second volume of her memoirs, Soviet author Nade- 
zhda Mandelstam recalled how, during the early 1920s, writers 
in favor with the regime received privileged housing, even if 
only a room, as well as extra food rations; those not so highly re- 
garded received nothing. Today, quarters are still apportioned, 
to a certain extent, by degree of "favor": 

e The "least favored" urban-dwellers are those clustered 
beyond the borders of Moscow, Leningrad, and other large 
cities; they commute long distances to work by bus or train. Liv- 
ing in crowded tenements and dormitories, often in sight of the 
city's outermost high-rise buildings, they are the Soviet "urban 
poor," people who lack access to the amenities of the cities in 
which they toil, such as shops, theaters, and parks. Comfortable 
suburbs, as Westerners know them, do not exist. 

e The "less favored" folk are usually relegated to shared 
apartments and dormitories, but these quarters are within the 
city limits. Possessing a legal right to live there, they can at 
least aspire to an apartment of their own. Meanwhile, they can 
enjoy urban amenities. 



SOVIET LIFE 

@ The "more favored" families have their own apart- 
ments in new housing districts-desirable, even though com- 
muting to work may take an hour by bus and subway and 
shopping is difficult because the best stores are clustered in the 
center of the city. 

The "most favored" citizens live in or near downtown. 
They are often members of the nomenclatura-officials of impor- 
tant political, military, state security, economic, scientific, cul- 
tural, educational, and worker organizations. The most heavily 
subsidized city-dwellers, they pay the same low rent per square 
meter as those elsewhere in shared apartments. The most advan- 
taged thus become the system's biggest beneficiaries. 

Closed Cities 

Whether they are old inner-city residences or new, prefabri- 
cated apartment blocks that seem to have sprung from a single 
blueprint, most urban housing structures are not "differenti- 
ated" for middle-class or working-class folk. In one older build- 
ing, a typical 450 square-foot apartment with four bedrooms, 
kitchen, and one bath may house: a retired couple; a factory 
worker and his divorced wife and their daughter, all still to- 
gether because he cannot find other lodging; a widow; and a 
young couple who work during the day and study at night. An- 
other apartment of similar size may have only two families. A 
third may accommodate just one (privileged) family. 

But "differentiation" is increasing. Government depart- 
ments, the armed forces, the Committee of State Security 
(KGB), individual factories, and other organizations build 
apartments solely for their own employees. In the buildings 
erected by the Writers' Union on Moscow's Red Army Street 
near Dynamo Station, high-ranking people not only get first 
crack at apartments but can also obtain them for their relatives. 

Class also counts in cooperatives, the state-built apartments 
primarily purchased by professionals and other members of the 
"intelligentsia" who pay to get better housing faster than do or- 
dinary workers. The down payment for a two-room (plus 
kitchen) unit may be 6,500 rubles, more than three years' pay for 
the typical industrial worker averaging 175 rubles a month. And 
space in the rare co-op that is near a subway station (most are 
built in remote districts) may require bribes of 1,000 rubles to 
the co-op chairman and the inspector who processes the appli- 
cation. Still, owners exhibit much pride of place. A Moscow en- 
gineer told a Westerner: "See our block. . . . We live in one made 
up entirely of cooperative apartments. Around us-over there, 

The Wilson Quar1erly/Auiui?zt7 1985 

64 



SOVIET LIFE 

and there-are workers' apartments. You see the difference very 
clearly in the mornings. The lights in workers' homes go on at 
seven, or earlier. In cooperative housing they may not be on un- 
til eight or nine." 

Most of the Soviet Union's smaller cities and towns are 
unexciting and short of meat, butter, and better quality con- 
sumer goods and services. But the authorities do not want Mos- 
cow, Leningrad, Kiev, Kharkov, and other better supplied 
centers to be overrun by migrants; permission to move to the 
Big City is rarely granted. No lists of "closed" cities are pub- 
lished, but entry is controlled by a system built around the pro- 
piska, a residence permit that is affixed to the internal passport 
that everyone must carry. To live in a large city one must have a 
propiska. To be eligible for this permit, one must have housing. 
For that one needs-a propiska! 

For a would-be migrant from perhaps the Caucasus or Mur- 
mansk, success depends on several factors, among them the pop- 
ularity of the city (Moscow is the hardest to get into) and the 
person's profession, need, and "trustworthiness" based on his 
kharakteristiki (references). The steps, from acquiring a propiska 
to receiving comfortable housing, may take decades. 

Without the sponsorship of, say, a government agency or 
factory, or an apartment elsewhere to exchange, one's chance of 
moving to a prized city is next to nil. The more prestigious an in- 
dividual's job, the greater the demand for his skills, or the 
higher his party rank, the better his chances. Ordinary laborers 
may also succeed, if their services are needed-and if dormitory 
beds are available. A person from the provinces may become a 
dvomik, the live-in concierge who cleans the hallways of an 
apartment building and serves as an agent for the local police; it 
has been difficult to get Muscovites to take such work. 

Beating the System 

How does the would-be urbanite proceed? First, a residence 
must be acquired; the propiska is always for a specific street ad- 
dress. Thus, to get on a waiting list for an apartment, one must 
first find a room to occupy as a subtenant. Then one goes to the 
local housing office to see the pasportist, the official in charge of 
residence permits. He takes the propiska application to the dis- 
trict police station, where it is processed. 

The next hurdle, for one who gets a propiska, is to move into 
an apartment of his own. If one already enjoys the minimum 
"sanitary norm" of nine square meters of space, getting on the 
waiting list for new quarters is virtually impossible-without 
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Muscovites peruse apartment exchange notices. Compounding the urban 
housing shortage is the fact that retired people make up a large portion of the 
cities' population and have no desire to move to more primitive rural areas. 

connections. In newer towns, of which there are now over 1,000 
in the Soviet Union, housing is controlled primarily by the in- 
dustries that "run" the area. In older towns and large cities, as 
much as half or more of the residential stock is owned by the 
municipality. A commission of the local district council decides 
who goes on the waiting list, and in what order. 

In Leningrad, for instance, priority consideration is prom- 
ised to (among other categories) long-time permanent residents 
with less than seven square meters of space, those living in hous- 
ing declared unfit, and those who have worked for many years in 
some local enterprise. Some applicants can legally be taken out 
of turn, such as holders of high awards like Hero of the Soviet 
Union, and World War I1 invalids. 

Still other categories of people may be entitled to more than 
the standard nine meters of space. Most of these categories were 
established in the early 1930s by Stalin as part of a campaign 
against egalitarianism intended to reward those citizens who 
could do most for industrialization. Those favored include a de- 
liberately vague category of "responsible workersv-colonels 
and higher ranks in the military, inventors, and industrial effi- 
ciency specialists. Particularly blessed, presumably because 
many work at home, are writers, composers, sculptors, archi- 
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tects, and scholars who are Ph.D.s. They may have 20 square 
meters above the norm. 

The propiska system, like other controls in Soviet society, 
is in the good Russian tradition-beatable. One quick route 
out of the provinces and into Moscow, Leningrad, or Kiev is to 
find a marriageable resident with a propiska. A 1970 Zzvestiya 
article told of a "marriage broker" named Leonid Kazakevich. 
A resident of Baku, he got into the business when he married a 
woman named Marina to obtain his Moscow residence permit 
(it cost him a car). To recover expenses and make further 
profit, he married Lyuba, Natasha, and Margarita in succes- 
sion so that they could live legally at  his address. Then he be- 
gan to arrange marriages for others. He made thousands of 
rubles before he was apprehended. 

Fictitious divorces are another urban stratagem. A Soviet 
account in Sotsialisticheskaya Zakonnost' (Socialist Law) tells of 
a "Leonid" and his family of three who were all living in one 
room when they got on the waiting list for a larger apartment. 
By the time they were assigned a three-room flat, Leonid refused 
to give up his room, arguing that he had divorced his wife. Later 
it was found that all four still lived together and that thev had 
exchanged their housing and the "divorced" husband's room for 
grander quarters. 

In the Soviet "society of connections," who you know will 
dictate how well you are housed-as well as what food you eat, 
what clothing you wear, and what theater tickets you can get. 
While it may be essential at  some point to "buy" an official, 
more important will be one's blat (influence) or family ties. 
Many commodities can be obtained only as a favor, which must 
be repaid, and a good apartment is one of the scarcest commodi- 
ties. "Too often the decisive factor is not the waiting list." a 
Pravda article complained, "but a sudden telephonecall'. . . 
[after which] they give the apartments to the families of football 
players and the whole queue is pushed back." 

Trading Up 

And like any scarce commodity, housing is hoarded. Why 
give up something valuable when it can be put to good use in ex- 
change for something else? As the woman in the Trifonov story 
well knew, two apartments (or parts of them) can be swapped 
for a larger apartment, held as a stand-by in case of divorce, or 
used for rental income and as a legacy to one's children. 

Those discouraged by the official allocation process can also 
try their luck in the officially sanctioned housing market, a 
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THE PRICE OF PROGRESS 

Early in the evening of September 15, 1983, one billion gallons of caus- 
tic potassium waste burst through a dam at the Stebnikovskii Fertilizer 
Plant in L'vov Province, roughly 650 miles south of Moscow. 

Cascading through Ukrainian villages and grainfields to the 
Dnestr River, the toxic flood killed plant and animal life along the 
river for 300 miles. "L'vov Canalu-the name given the spill by U.S. 
Embassy officials-led to a high-level Soviet investigation. Almost 
two years later, Zzvestiya announced the jailing of five officials at the 
plant for, among other things, "a lack of the necessary technical and 
working discipline." 

In the past, Moscow has not released comprehensive information 
about environmental problems. Western scientists are still puzzled 
by a 1958 accident at a nuclear waste dump in the Ural Mountains of 
Chelyabinsk Province-a mishap that scarred a 50-square-mile area. 
Levels of conventional pollution are no easier to verify. One under- 
ground, or "samizdat," book, The Destruction of Nature in the Soviet 
Union (1980), describes wide-scale abuses of land, sea, and air. As 
yet, no documentation of its assertions exists. 

Even Soviet leaders now admit that pollution, once dismissed as a 
"capitalist evil," has become a socialist reality. Three months after 
L'vov Canal, Communist Party Secretary Yuri Andropov stressed 
that "the protection of nature requires even more persistent . . . ef- 
forts." The Soviet press notes that cities from Lipetsk to Leningrad 
suffer from air pollution; that oil spills, agricultural pesticides, and 
chemical wastes are poisoning the waters of the Baltic, Black, and 
Caspian seas; and that many nuclear plants suffer from faulty de- 
sign. Some 300 miles south of Moscow are the iron ore deposits of 
the Kursk Magnetic Anomaly. Visitors to the area can see pits 1,500 
feet deep next to 300-foot mounds of rich, black earth. In 20 years, 
none of the topsoil has been returned to the land. 

Overall, pollution of air and water in the Soviet Union is probably 
slightly lower than in the United States, largely because Soviet man- 
ufacturing output is roughly half that of the United States. But the 
centrally planned Soviet economy creates problems not encountered 
in the West. Driven by a bonus system that rewards output alone, 
Soviet factory managers pursue production quotas with single- 
minded devotion. They will gladly incur fines for polluting in order 
to earn a year-end production bonus. As V. Petrov, the Soviet author 
of Ecology and Law (1982), observed, "Victors are not judged." The 
USSR has no counterpart to the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency. Instead, bureaus such as the Health Ministry and the Water 
Inspectorate must find and punish polluters on their own. 

Another obstacle to a balanced environmental policy is ideology. 
The exploitation of nature by man figures prominently in the Soviet 
production ethic. One example: The Soviets are pressing forward 
with plans to reverse the northward flow of Siberia's Ob' and Irtysh 
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rivers in order to bring water to the vast, arid plains of Central Asia 
to the south. Tampering with the river system has had unhappy re- 
sults elsewhere. Twenty years of tapping the sources of the Aral 
Sea-once the world's fourth largest inland body of water-has left 
it half its former size. By the year 2000, it will be dry. Not only will 

the region's climate 
- .  change,but concentra- 

tions of salt from the 
lake bed will poison sur- 
rounding farmland. 

The USSR does have 
an "unofficial" conser- 
vation movement. But 
access to pertinent data 
is restricted; scientists 
and technocrats, not or- 
dinary Soviet citizens, 
are usually the environ- 
mentalists. Their efforts 

have met with little success. During the 1960s, in an unprecedented 
act that brought okrana okruzhayuschei sredi (environmental protec- 
tion) into the Soviet vocabulary, the scientific and literary commu- 
nity fought the construction of a pulp plant on the shores of Siberia's 
Lake Baikal. The Ministry of Timber, Pulp and Paper, and Wood Pro- 
cessing built the factory anyway. But it did agree to install pollution 
control devices-the first in the industry's history. Unfortunately, 
the machinery has not worked properly, and the USSR Academy of 
Sciences reported in 1977 that the lake was "on the brink of irrevers- 
ible changes." 

The record of pollution-control technology is equally dismal in 
other areas. In Kazakh's capital of Alma Ata, a manufacturing center 
in the Tian Shan mountains near the Chinese border, fewer than 
one-third of the factories have filtration equipment. Smoke pollu- 
tion there in 1976 was 11.6 times the maximum permissible level; 
soot, 27 times; and coal dust, 31 times. Since then, the levels have 
risen-a sign that air filters and sewage treatment plants remain an 
afterthought in the minds of Five Year Planners. 

In theory, the centralized Soviet regime could quickly rescue 
Mother Nature. Compared to Western governments, the Kremlin 
wields enormous decision-making power. National wilderness pre- 
serves can be-and have been-established at the stroke of a pen. 
But Moscow frequently bends the rules that it makes. Logging and 
mining on the preserves is not unusual. Until the Soviets adopt a 
consistent policy, their environment will continue to suffer. 

-Susan Finder 

Susan Finder, 30, is a visiting scholar at Columbia University's W.  Averell Harri- 
man Institute for Advanced Study o f  the Soviet Union. 
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world of various private deals. Except in the case of coopera- 
tives, where the price is set by the government, the cost of a 
transaction is based on a going rate that is always much higher 
than the permitted price, and therefore illegal. 

People can trade up to better housing, provided they have 
a room or apartment-state-owned or cooperative-registered 
in their name already. Notices that begin "I am exchanging" 
are plastered all over kiosks, bus and trolley-bus stops, lamp 
posts, fences, and building walls, and a Bulletin for Housing 
Exchanges is published in most large cities. 

Walking Want Ads 

The ads tend to be revealing. A Moscow Bulletin offering: 
"Adjoining. 18 & 7 m2 (one additional family with 4 persons), 
kitchen 9.5 m2, hot water, 8th floor of an eight floor bldg., lift, 
balcony, incinerator; Denis Davidov St. (Kutusov Metro Sta- 
tion): telephone number: from 5 P.M. 
wanted: 2 rooms in different bldgs. except ground floor in the 
Kiev, Kuntsevo districts." 

The ad indicates that a couple is divorcing and seeking sep- 
arate rooms. They wish to remain close to their excellent loca- 
tion near the center, yet not too far from the Moscow woods. The 
phone is a big plus.* That the flat is communal ("one additional 
family") and that the rooms are adjoining rather than off a hall- 
way are drawbacks. 

The ideal Moscow apartment has one more room (including 
the kitchen) than the number of persons living in it. It should be 
in the center of town in an old brick or stone building with high 
ceilings and have gas, hot water and central heating, a toilet 
separate from the bathroom, and a balcony as well as a tele- 
phone. It should be on an upper floor, but not the top (the roof 
might leak), close to a subway station, and equipped with an ele- 
vator and an incinerator. 

Would-be swanners haunt the Bureau of Housing Ex- 
A 1 - 

changes in every large city for months, even years, while poring 
over notices and contacting "interested parties." Suggestions 
that municipal bureaus could help out with match-ups via com- 
puters have fallen on the deaf ears of officialdom. What does 
function is a lively open-air "stock market" in rooms and apart- 

'The Soviets claim to have 24 million phones, for a population of over 262 million. (The 
United States has 15 1 million phones, for 235 million people.) Though all but four million of 
the phones are in urban areas, many city-dwellers lack them, and even those who are 
equipped are bedeviled by inadequate directories. Some areas have no books. Moscow's 
book contains no residential numbers; one obtains a private number by calling information 
and supplying the party's patronymic and birth date. 
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ments that operates near the bureau. The New York Times's He- 
drick Smith described the scene outside the bureau on Moscow's 
Prospekt Mira on a blustery November Sunday: 

"Hundreds of people, hands thrust in their pockets and 
scarves wound tightly against the cold, carry placards around 
their necks or hand-scrawled signs pinned to their sturdy cloth 
coats. Occasionally, they would pause to converse quietly in 
twos and threes and then walk on. 

"But these are not Soviet strikers, they are walking want 
ads: Muscovites advertising apartments for exchange, eager to 
improve their living quarters. . . . At the far end of the lane, stu- 
dents and officers swarm around a few landlords offering a 
room, a bed, or a small apartment for rent. Some students turn 
up their noses at  a two-room unit in an old building with gas 
heat but no indoor plumbing. But a middle-aged woman and a 
married couple, less fussy, compete for it. In minutes, the apart- 
ment is gone for 50 rubles monthly, paid a year in advance." 

5,000-Ruble Shacks 

Strong sponsorship helps. A Moscow family of three had a 
car accident in which the wife was killed. The widower's par- 
ents, living about 100 miles away, wished to move to the capital 
to be with their bereaved son and three-year-old grandson. The 
grandfather was a retired senior Army officer with a two-room 
apartment. After months of trying, the grandfather, lacking a 
sponsor, failed to organize an exchange. Finally he visited prom- 
inent Army colleagues in the capital. With their help, and much 
bribe money, he arranged a chain of exchanges involving fami- 
lies in five cities. The grandfather and his wife got permits for a 
one-room apartment in Moscow. 

An even more complex exchange was arranged by Andrey D. 
Sakharov, the nuclear scientist and dissident, before he was ex- 
iled to Gorky in 1980. The Sakharovs wanted to move with their 
daughter, son-in-law, two small grandchildren, and Sakharov's 
mother-in-law into a four-room Moscow apartment occupied by 
three other households. In all, the exchange involved 17 persons 
and five apartments and took a year to arrange. Then it was ve- 
toed by the district soviet executive committee in Moscow. The 
declared reason: One of the women involved in the deal already 
had six square meters of living space above the legal norm and 
would gain another three-quarters of a square meter if the shuf- 
fle were permitted. 

Diplomats, armed forces members, bureaucrats, and others 
who are transferred temporarily may profit from subleasing. 
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Every Wednesday, Vechemaya Moskva (Evening Moscow) pub- 
lishes ads for such sublet rooms and apartments, which may 
rent for 50 rubles per month or more-the cost of, say, a decent 
watch, or one-fourth of the price of a suit. If the renter has a pro- 
piska, a sublease is usually approved even though officials know 
that the real rent will be many times higher than the legal fee of 
a few rubles. Like the high co-op prices, illegal rents are over- 
looked: In a zero-vacancy situation, black market rentals are a 
necessary safety valve. 

Second homes are also in demand. Each summer more 
than 25 percent of all Muscovites and Leningraders rent a 
country dacha. 

High party and government functionaries enjoy state- 
owned dachas, and other senior officials may even own theirs. 
For less favored city folk, finding and renting a dacha, however 
small, is a major project, and the annual search begins as early 
as February. The joy of discovery can turn sour, as a writer re- 
lated in Sovetskaya Kul'tura (Soviet  Culture): " A  friend once 
rented a dacha and in the summer found that the small house 
had been divided into nine different 'closets' for as many fami- 
lies. We finally found a suitable dacha, but the price was stag- 
gering. For the same amount, the entire family could have gone 

A raw of modest dachas in the countryside near Moscow. Elsewhere, just east 
of the capital, near the village of Uspenskoye, are dachas of the elite-multi- 
story houses surrounded by several acres of land and high walls. 
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on holiday to the Black Sea for three months." In the sunny Bal- 
tic republics, a room in a private home will cost four rubles a 
day, even with three or four people sharing it. 

Those who try to buy are shocked to find that a little 
shack called a khibarka costs about 5,000 rubles. A comfort- 
able country home with four or more rooms and modern con- 
veniences will sell for anywhere from 15,000 rubles-a bit 
more than the cost of a new Volga car-to 50,000 rubles. Of 
course, one can build, provided one can obtain a plot of land, 
which in theory belongs to the state. 

Mushrooms in the Rain 

One way to get a plot is to buy an abandoned farmhouse. 
ARTICLE 73 of the Land Code, which implies that land can be 
transferred only between permanent residents in a rural com- 
munity, is an obstacle, but it is not insurmountable. "If you can 
come to an understanding with the local soviet," maintains a 
dacha expert, "to help them in some way or simply bribe them, 
you can get a dacha cheap, from 800 to 4,000 rubles." 

All in all, getting housing nu levo (under the table or 
through influence) is a well-established practice that lubricates 
rusty bureaucratic machinery. Trying to sniff out which bureau- 
crats will accept money is tricky because a bribery conviction 
carries a sentence of eight years. But if an official openly asks for 
money, there is probably no problem. 

Not all bribe-takers can be trusted, however. A middle- 
aged lady in Astrakhan, rumored to have contact with an im- 
portant member of the city's executive committee, asked 800 
to 2,500 rubles in return for help in getting an apartment. Said 
the report in the journal Sotsialisticheskaya Industriya (Social- 
ist Industry): "In four years some 40 desperate apartment seek- 
ers, including professional people and party members, paid 
her a total of 50,000 rubles in bribes before it was discovered 
that she had no contacts at all." 

After a new Party secretary in Georgia, a republic well 
known for its citizens' high living and disdain for regulations, 
denounced corrupt housing practices in 1972, a flurry of investi- 
gations ensued. It was found, for instance, that a construction 
cooperative in Tbilisi that initially had announced it would 
build three housing units of 160 apartments went on to erect 16 
high rises with 1,281 apartments-many were sold for high 
profits to families who did not even live in Tbilisi. In Armenia, 
the directors of the semiconductor factory in the satellite-town 
of Abovyan decided to build new housing "for their workers" 11 
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miles away in the center of Yerevan, Armenia's capital. All 48 
units were assigned to the factory's management. 

Local party and government officials, state bank directors, 
and others often use their influence to build oversized homes 
(far in excess of the 60 square meters of space permitted for such 
persons' households) on illegally assigned plots, using stolen 
building materials and purloined state machinery. They may 
own several private homes, although legally only one is allowed 
per household, while still maintaining a state-owned apartment 
in the city. Pravda once reported that in Zaleshchiki, a resort 
town on the Dnestr River in the Ukraine, "two- and three-story 
homes are popping up like mushrooms in the rain" with illegal 
dimensions (average space: 100 square meters) on illegally ob- 
tained plots. In Georgia in 1974, it was found that 990 "impos- 
ing" mansions were built in the small community of Tskhvari- 
chamia with materials and manpower whose costs, for the most 
part, were charged to the state. The intended occupants in- 
cluded the first secretary of a district committee in Tbilisi and 
the deputy director of the Tbilisi restaurant trust. 

And so on. Self-aggrandizing provincial officials, and those 
of the small republics, are periodically criticized and sometimes 
even removed for their sins. But the travails of honest functiona- 
ries also get some notice, as in Leningrad writer Daniil Granin's 
poignant novel, The Picture. 

The story deals with a provincial Party boss named Losev, 
mayor of Lykov, a small town. "Everywhere in his job," Granin 
writes, "he kept running into the bloody problem of housing. The 
shortage of living space tormented him relentlessly day in and 
day out. . . . People waited for flats, for a room, for several years; 
the queue did not get any shorter. It was a kind of curse." 

New housing blocks rose in Lykov, but demand climbed 
faster. "All the neighborhood kids, who had only just been born, 
were suddenly shaving or putting on makeup and then getting 
married, and sitting in his office-plump, doleful madonnas 
and strapping great lads with moustaches-all asking for flats. 
Their rapid growth and fecundity mortified him. He was be- 
seiged on all sides by queue jumpers; everyone's circumstances 
were urgent, catastrophic, unique . . ." 

This was not the struggling 1950s or '60s. The Picture was 
published in 1980. 
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