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Poisoning the Proletariat: Urban Water Supply 
and River Pollution in Russia’s Industrial Regions 

during Late Stalinism, 1945–1953 
1

 Donald Filtzer

IntroductIon: Water Supply, urban SanItatIon, and everyday lIfe 

Water supply is part of a tightly-knit sanitary nexus formed by housing 
conditions, sewerage, waste removal, and access to clean water.  The inter-
connections here are more or less obvious and well discussed in the histori-
cal literature, especially of Victorian Britain and Wilhelmine Germany.  Most 
hinterland Russian cities had very limited sewerage systems.  Only in Moscow 
did a majority of residents live in buildings with sewerage; everywhere else, 
including very large cities such as Gor’kii, Sverdlovsk, Cheliabinsk, and Molo-
tov (Perm’), most people had to use outhouses which emptied into cesspits 
or crudely dug ditches.  This created enormous problems of waste removal, 
and for most of the year human and animal excrement was left to wash away 
during the rain or the spring thaws into local rivers.  Even sewerage did not 
always help, because most cities discharged their raw sewage into rivers and 
lakes with at best inadequate treatment, and in most cases with no treatment 
at all.  These discharges, together with the sewage and industrial wastes dis-
charged by factories, made rivers unsafe to use as drinking water or to bathe 
in, both locally and in all communities downstream.2 To this extent the So- To this extent the So-
viet Union shared a common history with other societies that underwent in-
dustrialization and urbanization.  Cities tended to expand water supply faster 

	 1	 ��������� ��� ����� ������� ��� ��������� ��� � ����� ������� ����� ���� ���� ���� �� �������������������	���	�����	�������	���	���������	���	�	�����	�������	�����	����	����	����	��	����������	
Research Council (United Kingdom). I should like to thank Natasha Kurashova and Chris-
topher Burton for their valuable advice on various aspects of this research. They share 
credit only for any strengths the article may have, but are not responsible for any of its 
weaknesses.

  The article is part of a larger study of urban sanitation, living conditions, food and diet, and 
infant mortality across a range of industrial regions in the RSFSR during late Stalinism. The 
�������	��������	�������������	��	�����	I	����	����	“������������”	�������,	�����	��,	������	�����	��	
the RSFSR which did not suffer combat damage during World War II. The reason for this 
is methodological. The aim is to identify and analyze those aspects of the urban environ-
ment that were systemic features of Stalinism, undistorted by the large-scale destruction of 
housing and infrastructure in the occupied regions or by the task of postwar rebuilding.

	 2	 I ����� ����������� ������ ������ �� ������� �������, “���������� �� ������ ������ �������� �� ������I	�����	�����������	������	������	��	�������	�������,	“����������	��	������	������	��������	��	������	
Struggling with the Urban Environment in Russia during the Early �ears of Postwar Re-during the Early �ears of Postwar Re-uring the Early �ears of Postwar Re-
������������,”	��	J������	�ü���,	���.,	Late Stalinist Russia: Society Between Reconstruction and 
Reinvention	(�������,	2006),	��.	81–102.
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than they installed sewerage.  They tended to expand sewerage systems faster 
than they built sewage plants to disinfect the sewage and neutralize hazardous 
chemicals, or water treatment works to purify the water taken from local water 
sources before putting it back into the water supply.3	 ��� �� ����� ����� ��������	���	��	�����	�����	��������	
repercussions on public health, perhaps most graphically dramatized in the 
cholera epidemics that affected France, Britain, and Germany throughout the 
second half of the nineteenth century.  In terms of sanitation, the Soviet Union 
�������	����	30	��	50	������	��������	���	W������	E�������	������������,	���	������	
respective relationships between sanitary reform and general improvements in 
public health sharply diverged.  During the postwar period the USSR attenu-
ated the impact of sanitation-dependent diseases (tuberculosis, pneumonia, 
gastro-enteric infections) on general and infant mortality, but it did this not via 
housing and sanitary reform (the route followed in Western Europe and the 
United States), but by compensating for the absence of sanitary reform through 
the application of stringent public health measures and modern medical ad-
vances, such as immunization and antibiotics. 

In terms of water supply, the issue has two equally important dimensions 
��	��.		T���	�����	��������	������’�	������	��	�����	����	�����	�����	�����	���	������	
��������,	���������,	����	���������	������.		�����	����	����	�������	���k	��	��������,	
the absence of clean running water greatly increased the burdens of domestic 
toil.  Most urban residents in the postwar RSFSR did not have indoor running 
water, but had to haul water up from street pumps or wells.  Basic domestic 
tasks, such as laundering clothes and bed linen, maintaining minimal levels of 
hygiene for adults and children, cooking, washing utensils after meals, not to 
�������	���������	����	���������	 ����	�����	 ������,	 ��q������	�����������	�x������-
�����	��	����	����	�������.		W����	��������	��	������	������	��	�������	–	����	������	
of heavy physical labour; working in under-heated factories; living in under-
heated buildings; walking long distances to work because public transport was 
������q����	–	����	���k	��	�������	������	�����	������������	��	�	���������	������	
individual daily calorie requirements substantially exceeded what the typical 
daily diet could provide.4 The second dimension, of course, is pollution, and it The second dimension, of course, is pollution, and it 
��	�����	�����	�����	����	������	��	�����	�������.		W�	������	�����	��	������	k���	��������	
efforts to curb industrial pollution prior to World War II; postwar anti-pollu-
tion legislation and obstacles to its enforcement; and the different patterns of 
water pollution in large cities versus small industrial towns.  The source base is 
�������	����	����	�����	��	����	�����	���������	I�����������	(Gosudarstvennaia Sani-

	 3	 �� �������, ��� ��������� �. W����,��	�������,	���	���������	�.	W����,	Endangered Lives: Public Health in Victorian Britain	(���-
����,	1983).	���	G�������,	���	Jö��	Vö����,	Urban Mortality Change in England and Germany, 
1870–1913	(���������,	1998),	��	����������	��.	173–178.178.8.

	 4	 �� ���� ������ �� ������� ���k���’ ��������, ��� ������� �������, “T��� 1947 ����� ������ ���� �����	����	������	��	�������	���k���’	��������,	���	�������	�������,	“T���	1947	�����	������	����	���	
������������	W��k��	����	P������	�����������	��	N��-������	�������	��	����	�����,”	��	
Donald Filtzer, Wendy Z. Goldman, Gijs Kessler, and Simon Pirani, eds.,, A Dream Deferred: 
New Studies in Russian and Soviet Labour History	(N��	Y��k	����	������,	2008),	��.	343–383.383.83.
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tarnaia Inspektsiia, or GSI), which had responsibility for overseeing all aspects 
of public health, including urban sanitation, water supply, adherence to anti-
pollution legislation, food safety, housing, public bathhouses, and epidemic 
control.5

preWar attemptS to control rIver pollutIon

Stalinist industrialization placed tremendous pressure on the urban infra-
���������.		T�����	���	�	����	��fl�x	��	���	���k���	����	������,	�����,	����	���	
workers’ settlements, but the regime channelled almost all new investment into 
building and equipping factories, and almost nothing into making urban envi-
ronments safe and comfortable for their inhabitants.  This was most obvious in 
�����	��	��������,	��	���k���	���������	����	�������	��	��������	fl���,	���k���	
down in factory premises, or in hastily constructed barracks and dormitories, 
often with little or no heating and very little sanitation.  Those older cities that 
had a limited sanitary infrastructure soon found it overwhelmed.  We need 
to remember, however, that in cities like Ivanovo the nature of the housing (a 
mass of private, single-storey, wooden buildings) meant that there was almost 
no sanitation at all.  In the new towns and cities created by industrialization, 
such as Magnitogorsk in Cheliabinsk oblast’, the situation was, not surprising-
ly, even worse.6	 ��� ���� ���� �� ���� 1930� ���� ������ ����� ������������������ ���	���	����	����	��	����	1930�	����	������	�����	������������������	���	
having on the country’s rivers and lakes was beginning to attract attention, not, 
one suspects, because of the hazards this posed to human health, but because of 
����	��������	�������	��	���	�������,	�����	��	����	��������	����������	����	��	������-
����	������.		I�	M���	1937	����	������	�������	�	�������	�������	��	��������,	��	�����,	
placed severe restrictions on industrial discharges of pollutants.  It forbade all 
enterprises from discharging harmful substances within the sanitary protec-
tion zones surrounding water supplies or within the boundaries of populated 
areas.  Enterprises either had to discharge their wastes into urban sewerage 

	 5	 T��� G�I ���� ������ ���� ���� ���� ���������� M��������� �� �������, ��� ���� ���� G�I ����T���	G�I	����	������	����	����	����	����������	M���������	��	�������,	���	����	����	G�I	����	
its own collection (fond	9226)	��	����	�����	��������	��	����	�������	�����������	–	G���������-
�������	��k����	��������k��	 �����������,	 ����������	 ���������	 ��	 ��	G���.	T����	 fond contains 
inter alia a number of oblast’ and city reports for the RSFSR, plus a few Republic-wide (but 
no local) reports for Ukraine. The most consistent run of Russian city and oblast’ reports 
��	��	G���’�	��������	����	2,	�������	�������	��������������	���	����	�����.	T�����	���	����	
����	 ������	“�”	������	 ����	 fond	������.	����	1951	 ����	����������	 �����	 �������	������	 ����	
responsibility of the Sanitary-Epidemic Centres [Sanitarno-epidemicheskie stantsii, or SES] 
after the latter were made organizationally independent of the GSI. With few exceptions, 
the oblast’ GSI reports then concern themselves mainly with internal organizational mat-
����.	����������	���������	 ��	 ����	M�������	��������	��	�������	 (M��)	 ��	�������,	 ����	G�I/
SES material is not as rich in detail and analysis, although this varied from one locality to 
another.

	 6	 ��M����������k ���, �������� ���k��,On Magnitogorsk see, Stephen Kotkin, Magnetic Mountain: Stalinism as a Civilization (Berke-
����,	1995),	��.	136–141.141.41.
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systems (where such existed), or build waste treatment plants to neutralize 
����	��fl����	�����	��	�����������	����	�	�����	������.		T�����	����	�����	��x	������,	
����	1937	��	1942,	��	���������	������	��������.7 We need to point out here a We need to point out here a 
�����	fl��	��	����	�������’�	�����.		�����	����	�������	������	�������	�����	��	������	
treatment plants, or plants that could only cope with small volumes of waste, 
the discharge of factory wastes into urban sewers would not have eased the 
��������	��	���������.		�	�������	�x�����	������	��	�����’,	������	�	������	��	
tanning and felting factories, hospitals, public buildings, and workers’ settle-
ments discharged untreated or primitively treated wastes into the city’s sewer-
age system.  Insofar as this system then transported these wastes out of the city 
to discharge points along the Kazanka and Volga rivers and downstream from 
the intake for the city’s water supply, it brought some measurable, although 
limited relief to the local population.  What it did not do, however, was pro-
tect the rivers themselves.  From the point of view of river pollution, a factory 
connected to the Kazan’ sewerage system was little different from the large 
number of other Kazan’ factories which simply released their wastes directly 
����	 ����	V����,	 ����	�����k�	 (�	V����	 ����������),	 ��	��k�	�����.	 	 I�	 ����,	 ��	
many enterprises were dumping their wastes into the Kazanka (in some cases 
upstream from the city water supply) that it had become impossible to measure 
the total quantity of the pollution.8

I have chosen Kazan’ as an example, but in fact there was nothing special 
�����	�����	�����.		I�	����	�����	��	��	�����	��	����	G�����	��������	��������	���������	��	
the RSFSR had become alarmed at the state of Russia’s rivers.  One river of spe-
cial concern, naturally enough, was the Volga, which ran from �aroslavl’ down 
to Gor’kii, then eastwards to Kazan’, then down to Kuibyshev, and eventually, 
��	������,	�����	��	����	����k	���.		������	���������	���	���������	����������	��	
Y��������’,	���	���	����	����	�����’�	������.		�������	G��’k��,	���������	����	����	
large paper combine in Balakhna (Gor’kii oblast’) rendered the Volga unus-
able as a source of clean water by the population living in settlements along 
its banks.  The pollution was so strong that the rather limited treatment works 
in Gor’kii and other nearby Volga towns could not cope with it.  Moreover, 
the scale of the pollution caused by the Balakhna combine was daunting.  It 
����	�	������	��	������	�����	���������	�������	�����������	�����k	��	����	�����	����,	
����	�x��������	����	�	���������	��	100	��	200	k���������	�����������.		T����,	��	
should bear in mind, was just one polluting factory among literally hundreds 

	 7	 ������ �� ���� ������� Ex������� ��������� �� ���� ������� �� P�����’� ���������� �� ����Decree of the Central Executive Committee of the Council of People’s Commissars of the 
����,	17	M���	1937,	“�	����������	�k������	��������������	�	���������k��	�����������������iaa 
[��	����	���������	����������	��	�����	��������	����	�������	��	�����	�������]”	(N�.	96/834),	
discussed in E. I. Smirnov, Meditsina i organizatsiia zdravookhraneniia �19�7–19�3�ia zdravookhraneniia �19�7–19�3�a zdravookhraneniia �19�7–19�3�ia �19�7–19�3�a �19�7–19�3� (Moscow, 
1989),	�.	171.	�������	�����	���,	��������,	�������	����	�������’�	��������	����������.	T�����	
are from a draft of a report prepared sometime in early 1941 on the failure to implement it 
�������	����	�����,	��	G���,	�.	�-482,	��.	47,	��.	157,	�.	96.

	 8	 G���, �. �-482, ��. 47, ��. 157, �. 50–50��., 52G���,	�.	�-482,	��.	47,	��.	157,	�.	50–50��.,	52
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which discharged untreated industrial wastes into the Volga.  The major im-
����	���	��	�����,	�����	�����	���	�����������	����������	��	���������	������.		E�����	
�����	������	����	����	�����	k����	�����	����	V����	����	���	�����������,	����	����	G�I	
�������	�����	����	��������	����������	�������	�����������	��	������	������	���	��	����	
brink of ruin.  Nor was this a problem just for the Volga river network.  Chemi-
���	���������	���	����������	�x�����	������	��	�����	��	�x����	�����	��	������	�����	
were dying of oxygen starvation in the Oka, Kliaz’ma, Northern Donets, Dno, 
V���k�,	“����	������”	������.9

The Urals presented a somewhat different set of problems.  Many of its 
large industrial centres (Sverdlovsk, Cheliabinsk, Nizhnii Tagil, Zlatoust, and 
�����,	�����	�������)	����	�������	 ��������	 ����	����	�����	��	����	��	 ����	����-
cient organization of water supplies.  Many of them were sited along the upper 
reaches of Urals rivers, so that the organization of adequate water supplies 
��q������	�������	���������������	��������	����	����������.		T����	fl��	��	����	����	
of the entire logic of Stalinist industrialization, which had placed exclusive em-
phasis on the development of large-scale industry at the expense of the water 
��������������.		T���	���������	���	������������	���	����	����	fl��	����	��	�����	
rivers, which made dilution and dissipation of untreated discharges more dif-
������.		T���	����	��	����	�����������	�������	��	������	����	�����������	������	����	
����	������’�	������	–	������	���	��	��	��������	����	�����	���������	–	������	����-
ous health risks to populations.  It also made the Urals a classic illustration of a 
�������	���������	���������	�������	�������’�	�����������	������������	����	���������	
of rivers by factories lying upstream rendered them unusable even for indus-
�����	��������	���	���������	������	�����������.		�����	���������	����	��������	��	
��������	����	��������	��	��q����	�����	��	����������	q�������	��	������	��	�����������,	
����	����	�����	��	�����	��	��������	�����	��	����	������,	�����	����	������’�	������	��-
dustrial development and population growth.  So, too, were enterprises in the 
Kuzbass, a bit further to the east in Western Siberia.  The coke-oven products 
factory in Kemerovo had so polluted the River Tom’ that factories located even 
hundreds of kilometres downstream from Kemerovo could not use its water.10

Irrespective of public health issues, it was now obvious that the uncon-
trolled pollution of Russia’s rivers was jeopardizing industrialization, in par-
�������	 ����	�����	 ��	���������	 ����������	�������	 ����	������	 ��������	��	 ��	 J���	
1941.	 	Y��	�	������	��	 ��������������	��	 ����	1937	�������	������	���	�������.		
First, much of the construction that enterprises were to undertake in order 

	 9	 G���, �. �-482, ��. 47, ��. 157, �. 94–95.G���,	�.	�-482,	��.	47,	��.	157,	�.	94–95.95.5.
	 10	 G���, �. �-482, ��. 47, ��. 157, �. 45 (�����)�� ��. 47, ��. 154, �. 92 (��������). ����������G���,	 �.	�-482,	��.	47,	��.	157,	 �.	45	 (�����)��	��.	47,	��.	154,	 �.	92	 (��������).	����������	

�������,	W����	�����	�����	�������	����	����	������	����������	��	�����	P��������,	��	1867��	
“M������������	�������	����	�����	���	�����	������	�����	����	�������	�����	��	��	�����������	
for all but the coursest purposes of trade, and clean water has to be purchased from wa-
terworks companies, or must be sought at great cost in well-sinking and boring, to which 
must be added the charges for extra steam-power. In some cases the manufacture and 
��������	��	�����	�����	��	������	����	����	������������	�����������.”	W����,	Endangered Lives,, p. 
237.
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to implement the decree was due for completion only in 1941; another, even 
������	����������	���	 ������������	 ��	 ��	����������	�����	 ��	 1942.	 	 T����,	 ����	 ��	
everything had proceeded trouble-free, the war would have stopped the work 
dead in its tracks.  Secondly, in reality, the work did not proceed trouble-free.  
There was a whole raft of commissariats and enterprises that had made little 
��	��	��������.		��	���������	��	����	�������	why progress was so slow is very 
revealing.  It shows, among other things, that we need to analyze water pollu-
tion within the larger context of the political economy of the Stalinist system 
as a whole.

I can illustrate this point by producing a small table, itself adapted from a 
much larger table and accompanying documentation in one of the GSI archive 
�����.		T���	�����	�������	����	��������	�����	���	�����	�����	�����������	�������	(��x	
��	 ����	 �������	 ��	���	�����������	 ����	 �������,	����	 ����	 �����	��	����������)	 ��	
����������	������	1940	�������	���	������������	��������	��������	����	�����	�����-
����	�������������.		I�	����	�����	����	�������	�����	������	�����	����	������������.11

�������	 ��������	�����	 ����	�������	��	���������	“��������”	����	 ���������	
����	�������������	����	��	������	��������	������������.		���	���	����	���k	��	������.		
Because industrial commissariats considered these projects to be of low prior-
ity, they would approve them in the plan, and even authorize the design work, 
���	������	���	��������	 ������	 ���	 ����	������	������������.	 	�	�������	��������	
was the shortage of building materials, and in one case, also of labour power.  
�	�������	���	����	���k	��	�������������	��	����	“��������”	�������	–	����	���������	
planlessness (besplanovost’) of the Stalinist economic system.12 This operated This operated 

	 11	 G���, �. �-482, ��. 47, ��. 154, �. 1–5, 15–18��., 64–64��., 92.G���,	�.	�-482,	��.	47,	��.	154,	�.	1–5,	15–18��.,	64–64��., 92.64��., 92.4ob., 92.
 12 The argument that the Stalinist economy was planless, rather than planned, dates back toThe argument that the Stalinist economy was planless, rather than planned, dates back to 

����	�����	���������	��	����	����-�����	�����	��	����	����	1920�.	T���	M��������k	�x���	 �������,	
Sotsialisticheskii vestnik	[���������	�������]	(�����	1933	������	��	������)	������	�����	����	���������	
plans lacked any internal coordination between the essential components of the produc-
tion process; targets were imposed from the top, without any attempt to calculate whether 
����	���������	��������	��	������	������	�������	���������	�x������.	T���	���������	��	������	������	
and target-maximization within each production unit made coordination and integration 
of the different links within production impossible. Constant bottlenecks and shortages 
were the inevitable result. The Trotskyist Oppositionist, Khristian Rakovskii, writing from 
internal exile, advanced a similar argument, but attributed the breakdown of the plans 
��	���	��������	���������	����	�������	��������	��	����	���k���	�����	���������	��������	����	�	
catastrophic fall in living standards; and the huge amount of defective production that 
�����	������	 ������	����������	–	����������	�����������	�������	�����������	 ���������	 ����	������	
economic system, reproducing the defects at each stage in the production process. For 
a fuller discussion of these early critiques see Donald Filtzer, Soviet Workers and Stalinist 
Industrialization: The Formation of Modern Soviet Production Relations, 1928–19�1	 (�������,	
1986),	 ��.	 35–44.	 ����	����������	W������	 ����������	 ��������	 ��	 �	 �������	 ����	 �����	
W�����	W��	II.	E�����	Z����k�	��������	�����	����	����-�����	�����	�����	�����������	��	�����-
tional documents (most were approved only after they were already allegedly underway), 
and even the operational plans had little connection to actual economic policy. Eugene Za-
leski, Stalinist Planning for Economic Growth, 1933–19�2	(�������,	1980).	M���	���������	P���	
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SeWage and WaSte treatment conStructIon at major InduStrIal

enterprISeS, rSfSr, 1937–1940, aS of march 1941

City Task Reasons Not Fulfilled
Moscow ���k	 ��	 �	 ������	 ��	 ��������	 ���-

tions, food processing plants, and 
some heavy industry enterprises to 
the city’s main sewage collector.

����������	 –	 ��	 ����,	 ����������	 ��-
����������	����	����������	��	16	�����,	
against a plan of 9.

Ongoing work on the construction 
of treatment works at two textile 
mills feeding into the Rublevskii and 
Cherepovets water supplies serving 
Moscow city. 

Work due for completion only in 1941, 
but was behind schedule.  Cause not 
given.

Ongoing work on treatment facilities 
at three factories in Mytishchi, in Mos-
cow oblast’, but which had a pumping 
station serving Moscow city.

Work due for completion in 1941 and 
1942, but behind schedule.  Funds 
were allocated but had not been fully 
utilized.

Moscow 
oblast’

Karbolit factory, Orekhovo-Zuevo, 
M�����	 ������’��	 ���������	 �������-
neutralization plant; construct sewage 
collector; connect collector to factory 
sewerage system.

Work on both installations could not 
��	����������	�������	����	��������	������	
not obtain essential equipment or 
building materials and because of 
changes imposed on the factory’s con-
struction plan.

���������� Most scheduled work involved re-
newing or reconstructing the already-
existing sewerage system.

Progress unknown.

Construction at several factories not 
yet joined to the city system.

�����	��	����	�������	�����	–	��	��������-
tion scheduled to begin during 1941.

Sverdlovsk V��k����-I����k��	I���	����	�����	W��k���	
draw up technical designs for sewer-
age and treatment plant.

No funds allocated.

Sverdlovsk linen-spinning factory.  Con-
nect the factory to the city sewerage 
system.

Work completed.

Polevskii cryolite factory (non-fer-
����	�����������)��	���������	���������	
plant.

Work halted due to labour shortage.

Degtyarka copper mine.  Construct 
treatment plant.

Designs approved, but work not yet 
started, despite being scheduled for 
����������	��	1940.

Pervoural’sk Novotrubnyi iron and 
�����	 ���k���	 ���������	 �������-��-
moval installation, to be completed in 
1940.

Design approved and allocated build-
ing materials for the work, but could 
not begin work because the construc-
tion area still had barracks on it, which 
could not be removed.

Zyuzel’skie copper mines.  Complete 
�����	���������	�����	���	1940.

Completed and started up a neutrali-
zation unit, but had not started work 
on construction of treatment plant to 
remove copper from waste water.

���������	 ��������	 ��������	 �������	
work on phenol-removal unit and 
�����	������������	���	1940.

������	 ���k	 ����������	 ����	 ���������	
materials acquired, but start of con-
struction delayed until 1941.



Acta Slavica Iaponica

92

Kemerovo Coke-oven products factory to build 
a city-wide sewerage system.  In con-
junction with two other factories, also 
to build factory sewerage systems and 
treatment (phenol-removal) plants, to 
neutralize factory wastes before they 
enter the city system.

Funds allocated for the city system, 
but no funds allocated for the fac-
tory systems or the special treatment 
plant.

Gor’kii city 
and Gor’kii 
oblast’

G��’k��	�����	��������	����������	������	�	
sewage collector and treatment plant 
���	1940.

No funds allocated.

Krasnoe Sormovo heavy engineering 
����������	�������	����	��������	��	����	�����	
sewerage system during 1939-1941.

����	�����	���	������	����������	����	���-
�������	“������������”	���k.

����k����	 �����	 ���������	 ���������	
treatment works to treat both faecal 
������	����	�����������	������	���	1940.

No funds allocated.

����k����	 �����������	 ����������	 ���-
������	���������	���k�	���	1940.

No funds allocated.

�aroslavl’ Y��������’	 �����	 ��������	 ���k���	 ��-
������	������	���������	�������	1940.

Work completed.

��������	P���k��	��x����	 ����������	���-
nect the factory to the city sewerage 
�������	�������	1937-1940.

Work completed.

Kazan’ �����	 ���������	 �������	 ����	 ��������	
to the city sewerage system during 
1937-1940.

Could not complete the work because 
it depended on the prior completion 
of a sewage collector.  Work on the 
collector had not yet started.

at both macro- and micro-level.  Typical of macro-level planlessness was the 
Urals.  The region had no general plan for the utilization of water resources.  
Each individual commissariat determined the needs of its own enterprises, 
and these in turn carried out any work, for example, on waste treatment fa-
cilities, to meet only their own local needs.  There was no attempt to coordi-
nate the work done by one factory with that being done by any other.  Where 
the quest for clean water was concerned, enterprises were in competition with 
one another, and the success of one district in locating and collecting adequate 
��������	������	�����	�������	�����	�����	����������.		��	���	����	�����������	��	��-
dustrial wastes, as we have already seen, there was no coordination of dis-
charge points or waste treatment.  One factory’s discharges posed a hazard to 
factories downstream.13

If we turn to the micro-level, we see a graphic illustration in the Karbolit 
��������	��	���k�����-Z����,	��	M�����	������’.		�	���k	���k	��	���	�����	������	
�����	����	��������	�����	���	��������	��	����������	������������	��	�	�������-�������-

Gregory, using documents uncovered in the former Soviet archives, has demonstrated that 
not even the Soviet leadership believed that they had created planning. Paul R. Gregory, 
The Political Economy of Stalinism: Evidence from the Soviet Secret Archives	(����������,	2004),	
��	����������	��.	209–212.

	 13	 G���, �. �-482, ��. 47, ��. 157, �. 46.G���,	�.	�-482,	��.	47,	��.	157,	�.	46.
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ization unit, to detoxify its high volume of phenol discharges into the Kliaz’ma 
River; and construction of a factory sewerage system.  Work on the phenol-
�������	����	�����	 ��	1939,	����	���	1940	 ������	�����	����������	 ����	������������	
work and installed much of the equipment.  The plant could not actually go 
����	 ���������,	 ��������,	 �������	 ��	 �����	 ���k���	 ����	 ���������	 �q���������	 �	
boiler; a refrigerator; two pumps; and four motors.  The Glavk responsible for 
supplying this equipment claimed it had no planning authorization to produce 
��	��������	��.		��	��	M���	1941	–	����	�	������	������	����	G�����	��������	–	����	
factory had effectively abandoned work on the unit, even though it needed 
����	�����	�����	������	��	�����	��	�����	�����������.		���	����	����������	��	���	
������������	����	����������	�����	������������	����	�������.14

�������	�������������	�����	����	��������	�������.	 	������������	��	����	����-
tem, and of the pumping station needed to move the sewage from the collector 
to the sewerage network, had gone relatively smoothly, but then came to a halt 
�������	����	��������	������	���	������	����	����	����	��	����,	�	����,	900	������	
��	������-�������	�����,	����������,	����	150	�����	������	��	������.		�������,	����	
factory eventually solved these problems, and with both the materials and the 
������	�����	��������	��	�������	����	�������	���	��	������,	��	����	��	�������	�	
new obstacle.  It could not extend the sewerage system to include the factory’s 
workers’ settlement or essential communal buildings (bathhouse, creche, and 
kindergarten) because this required construction of a separate pumping sta-
tion, which had not been included in the 1941 plan.  If this was not bad enough, 
the Orekhovo-Zuevo City Soviet then stepped in and raised the stakes.  They 
would not allow the factory to begin using its new sewerage system until it 
had built a new pumping station for the city itself.  There may have been a 
valid logic to this move, insofar as the added sewage coming from the factory 
may have overtaxed the undoubtedly limited capacity of the city’s sewerage 
�������.		W��������	�	����������	��������	��	���,	����	��������	������	���	������	���	�����	
���k��	��	������	���	����	������	��	����	������,	����	������,	����	������,	����	�����,	����	
ruberoid, or a host of other materials needed to build the station, and had no 
chance of doing so at any time during 1941.15

What we see, therefore, is that river pollution in the prewar period had 
several inter-locking causes.  One was the weakness of sanitary infrastructure.  
Few cities had comprehensive sewerage systems, and those that did merely 
collected the sewage and discharged it downstream, below the point where 
the town or city took its water supply.  There was little or no attempt to treat it 
�����	��	�����������.		�	�������	���	����	������	��	�������	������������������.		T���	
regime devoted all its resources to rapid industrial growth (with a commen-
surate growth in population centres), but made little or no investment in sani-
tary infrastructure.  The latter simply could not cope with the vast amounts 
��	���������	���������	����	�����	�����������	����	���	����������.		����	����	

	 14	 G���, �. �-482, ��. 47, ��. 154, �. 16.G���,	�.	�-482,	��.	47,	��.	154,	�.	16.
	 15	 G���, �. �-482, ��. 47, ��. 154, �. 17, 18, 18��., 64.G���,	�.	�-482,	��.	47,	��.	154,	�.	17,	18,	18��.,	64.
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Soviet Union presented a picture typical of Britain or Germany in the mid- to 
late nineteenth century.  Factories discharged their waste into open waterways 
without prior treatment, and in so doing created major risks for public health 
and for industrial production itself.  Thirdly, once the regime became alarmed 
at the problems its own policies had created, it attempted to compel enterprises 
����	������	�������������	��	������	����-���������	�q�������	–	���	������	��������	
��������	 �������.	 	����	 �����	 ��	 ����	����	 �����������	 ������	 ��	 ����	�������.	 	T���	
1937	���	�����	��	������	������	�������	��	����	������	��	����	������	�����	��	������-
ist planlessness.  Industrial commissariats and enterprises applied the same 
calculus to waste treatment as they did to investments in labour safety.  These 
were of minor importance compared to the need to boost production, and so 
had little or no priority when it came to allocating funds, building materials, 
equipment, or labour power.  Even where a commissariat or enterprise might 
actually commit resources, as in the case of Karbolit, the whole effort could still 
turn out to be wasted because they could not acquire the last bits of material 
��	�����������	��������	��	�������	����	���	����	�����	������	�������������	��	��	����	
operation.  This was a problem endemic to the Stalinist system, and it affected 
���	�����	��	�����������.		T���	�������	�����	�	�������	�����	���	����	“��������������”	
(nekomplektnost’).16

poStWar legISlatIon: the polItIcal economy of evaSIon

Understandably, the war took a terrible toll on all sanitary infrastruc-
ture, including water supplies.  In the occupied territories there was massive 
damage to pipe, pumping stations, and sewage and water treatment plants.  
W����	���	���	�������������	������������	��	����	���������	����������	����	��	�������.		I�	
the hinterland regions infrastructure also suffered through neglect and lack 
of investment, and from the fact that in cities like Gor’kii, Sverdlovsk, and 
Cheliabinsk, this now-weakened infrastructure had to sustain much larger 
populations.  Even if the depreciation of plant and equipment had been less 
than it was, water quality would still have deteriorated because industry no 
������	����������	���������	 ����������,	 �����������,	��	�����,	 ������������	�����	
gauges, chlorinators, cylinders for liquid chlorine, taps, valves and stopcocks, 
water pumps, spare parts for water treatment equipment, and coagulants for 
decontaminating chemical pollutants.17 Nor were the shortages simply mate- Nor were the shortages simply mate-
����.		W����	��������,	�����	���������,	����	�����	������������	������	��q������	
skilled engineers, technicians, and maintenance staff.  Their numbers had fall-

	 16	 ��� � ������� ��������� �� “��������������” ��� ������� �������,���	 �	 �������	 ���������	 ��	 “��������������”	 ���	 �������	 �������,	 Soviet Workers and de-
Stalinization: The Consolidation of the Modern System of Soviet Production Relations, 19�3–196� 
(����������,	1992), ��. 162–163.), ��. 162–163.,	��.	162–163.163.3.

	 17	 G���, �. 9226, ��. 1, ��. 636, �. 50–52.G���,	�.	9226,	��.	1,	��.	636,	�.	50–52.52.2.



Donald Filtzer

95

en during the war, but at least in the early postwar years there was no effort to 
train their replacements.18

The postwar situation was therefore the product of the interaction be-
tween structural and conjunctural factors, factors compounded, or rather re-
produced on a larger scale, by the renewed emphasis on the rapid restoration 
and expansion of industrial output at the expense of investment in infrastruc-
����.		�	������	������	���������	��	������1947	���	�.	������,	�	�������	������	����-
�����	I��������	��	����	���-�����	G�I	����	������	�x����	��	�����	���������,	����	
this summary of the state of the rivers in the Moscow, Central Industrial, and 
�����	���������19

Moscow and Moscow Oblast’ – The Moscow River and the Kliaz’ma: The 
Moscow River, from Moscow down to where it emptied into the Oka, had be-
come just a gutter, and dangerous to both people and livestock.  The Kliaz’ma 
was polluted from Shchelkovo down to where it left Moscow oblast’, to such 
an extent that as far away as Vladimir oblast’ it was unsuitable for human use, 
�	���������	�����������	�����	��	�����	1937.

Gor’kii and Gor’kii Oblast’ – The Oka River and the Volga: The Oka and 
Volga rivers converged at the city of Gor’kii, which depended on both riv-
ers for its water supplies.  Pollution of the Oka in the region of Dzerzhinsk in 
Gor’kii oblast’ posed a threat to one of the Gor’kii water supplies.  (We discuss 
this in more detail in the next section.) The Volga around Balakhna and Sor- The Volga around Balakhna and Sor-The Volga around Balakhna and Sor-
����	������	“�������	���������”	��	G��’k��’�	������	�����	�������,	�������	����	���	
Z����������	����������.		������	��������	�����	“��	���������	���������”	�x������	��	
the Volga upstream from Gor’kii at �aroslavl’, and downstream around Sara-
tov, Kuibyshev, and Stalingrad.

Sverdlovsk and Sverdlovsk Oblast’ – The Neiva, Tagil, Chusovaia, and 
Iset’ Rivers: The Neiva, from the Neivorudnianskii Pond to the Neiva Pond, 
could not be used as a source of drinking water or for domestic use in workers’ 
settlements or population centres, due to excessive pollution by salts of copper, 
����,	����	����	–	���	��������	����	����	�����	���	����	�������.		W����	������	����	
������	�����	����	“�����������”	���������	 ����	T����,	������	 ��x������	���	���	��	
great that along a large stretch it had become a dead river, in which all forms of 
life had disappeared.  Concentrations of copper and zinc salts vastly exceeded 
���	�����������	�����������	����	�����	“��������	������	���	 ����	�����’�	�����-	����	
�����-�����	����	fl���.”	 N�������� �� ����, ���� ����� ��� ����� ��� ��������� ��	N�������� �� ����, ���� ����� ��� ����� ��� ��������� ��N��������	��	����,	����	�����	���	�����	���	���������	��	
drinking water supply.  The Chusovaia, from its upper waters to Bilimbai, was 
badly polluted by industrial wastes coming from the North-Polevskii indus-
�����	����.		P���������	����������	“��������	q���������”	��	fl������,	����������	�����,	

	 18	 G���, �. 9226, ��. 1, ��. 1010, �. 100–101.G���,	�.	9226,	��.	1,	��.	1010,	�.	100–101.101.1.
	 19	 G���, �. 9226, ��. 1, ��. 1010, �. 93–94. I �������� � ���� �������� ����������� �� ������ ����G���,	�.	9226,	��.	1,	��.	1010,	�.	93–94. I �������� � ���� �������� ����������� �� ������ ����94. I provide a more complete discussion of these and4. I provide a more complete discussion of these and 

������	������	��	������	�������	��	��	�������������	����������	�����,	“E������������	�������	
��	����	�������	������	����	�����������	T���	Ex�����	��	W����	�������,”	(�����������	��	W����,	
M���	2005),	���������	��	PE���	W��k���	P����	N�.	45 [�� ���.������k.��.�k [at www.warwick.ac.ukat www.warwick.ac.uk/go/persa].]..
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������	�����,	����	�����,	����	���������.		T���	�������������	��	fl������	���	����	
�����	����������	������.	 	T���	�����	���	�����	���	�����	��	�	������	��	�����k���	
water, but also as a source of water for industrial or technical use.  For example, 
��	����	������	��	1943,	��	����	����	�������	������,	�	“�������”	������	��	�����-
�����	�������	����	���	��	�������	�������	��	����	“��������������	������	�������”	
of sulphuric acid in the water.  The Iset’, starting at the city of Sverdlovsk and 
���	����	100	k���������	�����������,	������	���	��	�����	��	�	�����	�������	���	
�����k���	��	���������	��������.		I�	���,	��	������’�	������,	��	����	�����	�	“��-
��������	���	����	�����	������	��	�����������	�����������.”

Perhaps prompted by this situation, as well as an equally serious crisis 
with water supplies in Ukraine,20	��	M���	1947,	������	�x������	10	������	�����	����	
major prewar decree, the regime passed new legislation in an effort to compel 
industry to curb toxic discharges.  Note that the emphasis here was on indus-
trial pollution.  The pressing problem of how to stop cities and towns from 
discharging untreated human waste into open waterways received less atten-
����,	��	�����	�����	����	������	1950�.21 Factories were encouraged to reduce the Factories were encouraged to reduce theFactories were encouraged to reduce the 
volume of harmful products (including sewage) in their discharges in three 
main ways.  First, improved technology might reduce the number and volume 
of harmful by-products of production processes.  Secondly, factories might 
capture more of these by-products for recycling, primarily through traps and 
�������.		T���������,	���������	������	������	���	�������	������	����	�x�������	��	���-
tralize in treatment plants before releasing their waste waters. The new decree,. The new decree, The new decree, 
���������	�����	������-��	�������	����	��������	��	1948,	1949,	����	1950,	����������	
industrial ministries to instal treatment equipment in their enterprises and to 
halt the discharge of untreated wastes into open bodies of water by no later 
�����	1950.		T���	�����-���������	����������	����	�����	����	���������	����	�����.		
The iron and steel, non-ferrous metallurgy, chemical, agricultural machinery, 
cellulose and paper, textile, armaments, and light industries, were in theory re-
quired to erect water treatment installations in each and every one of their fac-
������	���	����	����	��	1947.		���������	��	�����	�����	�x������������	����	���������,	
����	��������	��������	������’,	����	�����	�����	����	����	��	1948	–	��	������	��	

	 20	 ��� �k����� ��� G���, �. 9226, ��. 1, ��. 779, �. 23–35��., 72–75�� ��. 838, �. 67–83�� ���� ��. 924,���	�k�����	���	G���,	�.	9226,	��.	1,	��.	779,	�.	23–35��.,	72–75�� ��. 838, �. 67–83�� ���� ��. 924,75�� ��. 838, �. 67–83�� ���� ��. 924,5��	��.	838,	�.	67–83��	����	��.	924,	
�.	57–80.

 21 Sewage and water treatment were mainly the job of the local soviets, and although localSewage and water treatment were mainly the job of the local soviets, and although local 
GSI inspectors grasped its importance, the reality was that local soviets had inordinate dif-
���������	��q������	��������	���	������	������������.	���	�x������	���,	G���,	�.	9226��	��.	1,	
��.	798,	�.	34��.	(G��’k��)��	��.	1,	��.	693,	�.	62	(����������k	������’).	G���,	�.	�-482��	��.	47,	��.	
4937,	�.	36–37 (M����� ������’)�� ��. 49, ��. 1628, �. 68 (M����������k)�� ��. 47, ��. 4925, �. 183,37 (M����� ������’)�� ��. 49, ��. 1628, �. 68 (M����������k)�� ��. 47, ��. 4925, �. 183,7	(M�����	������’)��	��.	49,	��.	1628,	�.	68	(M����������k)��	��.	47,	��.	4925,	�.	183,	
����	��.	49,	��.	1610,	�.	11	(I������	������’)��	��.	47,	��.	7685,	�.	94	(Y��������’	������’).	I�����-
�����	�����������	����	�����������	���	“�����”	������	����������	���	����	���������	�����������	
and the workers’ settlements attached to them; in some towns where one enterprise or in-
dustrial ministry dominated the town’s activities, the enterprise might have responsibility 
for the entire system. One good example was the iron and steel combine in Magnitogorsk.
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recognition of the daunting scale of the task.22 Given what we know about the Given what we know about the 
����	��	����	1937	�������	����	�����	����	���������	�������	��	�������,	��	��������	����	
��	��	��������	�����	������	����������	�������	����	��	����	����������.		��,	���,	�����	
����	����������	����������	��	�����	��������.		����������	��	�����	������	���	������	��	
��������	1948,	�����	��,	18	�������	�����	����	M���	1947	�������,	��	181	���������	
�����	����	����	��	������	���������	���k�,	�����	20	���	����	�����	���������	�����	��.		
�������	�	q������	����	��	�������	������	��	������������	–	����������	��	���	�����	
noted, this did not necessarily mean that the units were anywhere near com-
�������.		J���	������	�	q������	(22	���	����)	����	�����	��	����	�������	�����.		��-
������	25	���	����	�����	��������	��	������,	���	������������	�����	�������	���	��������	
or was only just getting under way.  Finally, 12 factories had done absolutely 
nothing.23	 J��� ������ ������ ������ �����, �� ������ 1951 (����� ��, 18 ������� �����	J���	������	������	������	�����,	��	������	1951	(�����	��,	18	�������	�����	
����	�������	��	���������	1950),	����������,	����	������	��	����	����	G�I,	���������	�����	
��	356	�����������	���������	��	���������	���������	���k�	(15	��	����	��������	����	
��	371	����	�����	�x�������),	���	�������	(114)	�����	�����	��	��	����,	���k	���	�����	
going on at just over one third (123), but the remaining one third had not even 
��������,	����������	88	�������	����	��	�����	����������	����	������	����	���	�����	����	
���������	������	����	����	��	1950.		��������������,	����	��	����	�����	���������	��-
���������	����	����	����	����	�����	������������	�����	��	���	���������	���������	���������	
���	����	1950	�������,	����	���-��������	��	���������	��	����	�����	����	��������k���	
industry had taken no steps whatsoever even to initiate design work much less 
do any construction.24 

The question is, what factors and forces worked to create such massive 
non-compliance?

Christopher Burton has argued in great detail that one of the main obsta-
����	 ��	���������	 �������	����	�����	���������	���	 ����	 ����������	 ����������’�	
������������	 �����������	 ��	 ���	 �������	 ����������	 ���������,	 �������	 ����	 �����	 �����	
rivers were self-cleaning, and the concept of maximum allowable concentra-
tions of toxins (predel’no dopustimye kontsentratsii).25	 T��� ����� – ������� ��� ���	T���	�����	–	�������	���	���	

	 22	 ������ �� ���� ���� ������� �� M��������, 31 M��� 1947, “�����k�� �� ��k��������� ���������-������	��	����	����	�������	��	M��������,	31	M���	1947,	“�	����k��	��	��k���������	���������-iazne-azne-
niia i sanitarnoi ochistke vodnykh istochnikov [On measures to liquidate pollution and theia i sanitarnoi ochistke vodnykh istochnikov [On measures to liquidate pollution and thea i sanitarnoi ochistke vodnykh istochnikov [On measures to liquidate pollution and the [On measures to liquidate pollution and the[On measures to liquidate pollution and the 
���������	��������	��	�����	�������].” I� �� ����������� �� �������,.” I� �� ����������� �� �������,”	I�	 ��	�����������	��	�������,	Meditsina i organizatsiia,ia,a,, 
��.	171–173, ���� �� � ������ �� �������� ����������, ���������� G���, �. 9226, ��. 1, ��. 950.173, ���� �� � ������ �� �������� ����������, ���������� G���, �. 9226, ��. 1, ��. 950.3,	����	��	�	������	��	��������	����������,	����������	G���,	�.	9226,	��.	1,	��.	950.	
T���	������	��������	����	����������	��	����	�������	I����-������������	����������	��	����-
�����	��	�������������	����������	���������	W��k	��	����	������	��	��������	I����������	W����	
W�����,	������	��	��������	1948.	T���	������-��	�������	����	�������	1	M�����	1948	����	29	M���	
1949, and are discussed in Smirnov, Meditsina i organizatsiiaiaa,	��. 172–173. T��� 1950 �������,��.	172–173. T��� 1950 �������,173. T��� 1950 �������,3.	T���	1950	�������,	
�������	��	9	���������	��	�����	�����,	����������	�	��������	371	�����������	�����������	�����	����	
��	������	���������	������.	W�	��������	����	�������	��	�����	�����.	I�	��	�����������	��	G���,	�.	
9226,	��.	1,	��.	1142,	�.	24–25.25.5.

	 23	 G���, �. 9226, ��. 1, ��. 950, �. 173–174.G���,	�.	9226,	��.	1,	��.	950,	�.	173–174.174.4.
	 24	 G���, �. 9226, ��. 1, ��. 1142, �. 24, 108–110. T��� ����� ��� ���� ��������� ���� ����� �����������G���,	�.	9226,	��.	1,	��.	1142,	�.	24,	108–110. T��� ����� ��� ���� ��������� ���� ����� �����������110. T��� ����� ��� ���� ��������� ���� ����� �����������10.	T���	�����	���	����	���������	����	�����	�����������	

������	��	��	����	�����	1951,	�������	���	�����	14	�������	�����	����	�������’�	�����.
	 25	 ������������� ������, “��������������� �� ����x����������� T��� Ex���� ������ �� P�����������������������	������,	“���������������	��	����x�����������	T���	Ex����	������	��	P����������	
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no means an idiosyncrasy of Soviet environmental science26	–	�����k�����	������	
that powerful rivers could dilute even massive quantities of toxins and there-
by render them harmless.  The second ignored the facts (a) that even small 
�������	��	��x���	������	��	����	����	��	�q�����	fl���	����	�����,	��	����	��	��	
humans, and (b) that toxins often interact with one another to produce greater 
����/��	 ������-�������	 ���������.	 	 T���	 ������������	 ��	 �����	 ��	 ������	 ���������	���	
manifestly obvious to local GSI inspectors, who cited countless cases where 
������	��	���������	�����	�����	��	�����	��	��	����������	����	“�������”	���������	
of self-cleaning.  Whether they actually believed in the theory and saw these as 
genuine exceptions, or whether they thought it was bogus and were using their 
counter-examples in a more subversive way, I do not know.  It must certainly 
�����	����	����������	��	�������	��	����-��������	�����	����	������������	����	�	������	
��������	��k�	����	N�������	T����	��k�-����	���������	��������	������	k���	���	�����	����	
������	�����	��	����	�����	T����	����	�	���������	��	200	��	300	k���������.27

Burton makes a very strong case, but what I want to emphasize here are 
����	������������	����	����������	 �������	 ���	 ������	 ����’	 �������.	 	��	���	 �����,	
there is plenty of evidence that ministries and enterprises deliberately avoid-
ed implementing the decree.  One large defence factory in Kemerovo oblast’, 
�������	�����	�����	�������������	100,000	�����	������	��	�������������	�����	�����	
����	���	�����	�����,	����������	4.5	����	��	��������������,	���������	��������	������	
was no need to neutralize the latter, and therefore also no need to build a treat-
ment facility.28	 T���� ��� � ���� �� ���� ������� �����������. ������ 1948 �	T����	���	�	����	��	����	�������	�����������.		������	1948	�	
host of major ministries (light industry, timber, paper and cellulose, and textiles 
industries, and the Southern Region oil industry) petitioned the USSR Council 
of Ministers with requests to have at least some of their enterprises exempt-
���.		���	G���k	(����	��������������	����������)	�������	��	�x�������	�����	1952,	��	

��������������	��	T�x���	(P��)	������	�������������,”	�������������	����������	�����,	���-
��������	��	W����,	2005.

	 26	 T��� ����� �� “����-��������” ����� ����������� �����k��� �� V�������� �������, ��� ���� ����� ��-T���	�����	��	“����-��������”	�����	�����������	�����k���	��	V��������	�������,	���	����	�����	��-
�����	��	����������	���������������	�����	�	�������	�������������	���	������������������	�������������	
their hazardous wastes into the country’s rivers. Wohl, Endangered Lives,	�.	238.

	 27	 G���, �. 9226, ��. 1, ��. 693, �. 71–72. T��� �x����� �� ���� 1945. E��� ������� ���� ���, ����G���,	�.	9226,	��.	1,	��.	693,	�.	71–72. T��� �x����� �� ���� 1945. E��� ������� ���� ���, ����72. T��� �x����� �� ���� 1945. E��� ������� ���� ���, ����2.	T���	�x�����	��	����	1945.	E���	�������	����	���,	����	
G�I	��	����	�����	��	�����’	������	�����k	�����	����	�����k�	�����,	“I�	���	�����	��������	����	
Kazanka River has, for all practical purposes, been turned into an open sewer, and any talk 
�����	����	�������	����-��������	�������	��	�������	����������.”	G���,	�.	�-482,	��.	47,	��.	
2328,	�.	117.

	 28	 G���, �. 9226, ��. 1, ��. 951, �. 69–70, 78–80. N������������� �� �� �x������� ����� �� ������-G���,	�.	9226,	��.	1,	��.	951,	�.	69–70,	78–80.	N�������������	��	��	�x�������	�����	��	������-
tions manufacture, but there remains no clear consensus on its hazard as a water pollutant. 
T���	�����	��������	�������������	�������	��	�����	��	������	�������	��������������	��	k����	�����	–	�	
major concern of the GSI. In this sense it is similar to the role that phenol played in the 
postwar Soviet discussions of industrial discharges. There was widespread concern, if not 
�����,	�����	��,	���	����	����	����������	��������	��	��	�����,	��	�������	��	��	highly toxic. Phenol 
in low doses is used today in cough medicines. For nitrocellulose, see [www.pesticideinfo.[www.pesticideinfo.www.pesticideinfo.
org/������_���������.���?���_I��=P�37277].]..
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����	��������	�����	����	�������	��	���������	“�����	����	���������������	���������”	(�	
plaint with an interesting modern-day echo in debates over global warming).29  
������	�����	����	�����	�������.	 	�	���������	������	����	��	����������	����	���k	
(thus letting the factory off the hook), or might authorize it and then not issue 
����	������,	�����	����������	����	���	��	�����	���	��������	�����	��������	������	��	
done in practice.30	 ��� ����� ��� ������� ���� �������� – �� ����� �� ���� ����� �� ����	���	�����	���	�������	����	��������	–	��	�����	��	����	�����	��	����	
���-�����	G�I	–	���	����	���k����	��	�����	G�I	����������.		E������	������	����	���-
ily intimidated by local enterprises and too afraid to press for enforcement, or 
hampered by their own lack of information.  Thus, in the case of the defence 
plant in Kemerovo oblast’, cited above, the GSI actually had no knowledge 
��	�����	����������	����	��������	����������	–	��	�����	��	��k	����	������	���������	��	
provide this information,31 something akin to asking the tobacco industry to 
volunteer all the evidence that cigarette smoking causes lung cancer.

Behind such wilful circumvention lay a much more complex range of 
structural factors that made these decrees unworkable.  One was built into the 
�����	������	��	������	����-���������	�������������	�����������	�����	�	�������	��x	
for releasing toxic discharges into waterways; in effect, this provided an in-
built incentive to ignore the law, since for many enterprises it was cheaper and 
������	��	����	����	����	������	�����	�����	��	�������	������	����������	���������	��	
the construction of waste treatment plants.32 This conformed to the general This conformed to the general 

	 29	 G���, �. 9226, ��. 1, ��. 950, �. 177–178. � ������� �x����� �� ���� M�������� �� ���� M����-G���,	 �.	9226,	��.	1,	��.	950,	 �.	177–178. � ������� �x����� �� ���� M�������� �� ���� M����-178. � ������� �x����� �� ���� M�������� �� ���� M����-8.	�	�������	�x�����	 ��	����	M��������	��	 ����	M����-
������	I���������	��	��	G���,	�.	9226,	��.	1,	��.	951,	�.	54.	���	������	����	����	����	�����	�������	
in Magnitogorsk, which had responsibility for the city’s sewerage system, was in dispute 
with the GSI over whether or not it had to build a modern treatment plant. The combine 
�����	����	�����	�	����������	��	��������	����	�����	���	J����	1952.	I�	��������	�����	���	�����	���	
a treatment plant unnecessary, its design and construction would take at least three years. 
��������������,	����	�������	���������	���	��	����	G�I,	���	����������	��	I.	�.	T�������, �������ian, Deputyan, Deputy 
Chair of the USSR Council of Ministers, who passed the matter to Boldyrev, head of the 
���-�����	G�I.	����������	�����������	����	�������’�	�������	��	�����������	����	���������	�����	
��	�������	����	���k	����	��	����	��	����������,	���	����	�����	�������	����	�x������	���������	��	
������	 ���������	 (������	 �����	 ����	����������)	 ��	M����������k	 ����	 ����	 ����	�x��������	
����������	��	������	��������	�����.	G���,	�.	9226,	��.	1,	��.	1142,	�.	45–47. W� ��� ��� k���47. W� ��� ��� k���7.	W�	���	���	k���	
how this dispute ended, but it is worth pointing out that Magnitogorsk had had one of the 
���������	�����	��	������	����������	��	����	�������	16.5	���	����	��	���	����	�������	��	1950,	����	9.7	
���	����	��	1951.	�������k��	�����������������	��k����	�k�����k�	[�G�E], �. 1562, ��. 329, ��.[�G�E], �. 1562, ��. 329, ��.�G�E], �. 1562, ��. 329, ��.], �. 1562, ��. 329, ��.,	�.	1562,	��.	329,	��.	
��.	4703,	�.	188	(1950)��	G���,	�.	�-374,	��.	14,	��.	1702,	�.	16	(1951).

	 30	 G���, �. 9226, ��. 1, ��. 951, �. 54�� ��. 1142, �. 25.G���,	�.	9226,	��.	1,	��.	951,	�.	54��	��.	1142,	�.	25.
	 31	 G���, �. 9226, ��. 1, ��. 951, �. 44–52, 69. ��� �� ���� ����������� ������� ����� ���� ����� �� ������G���,	�.	9226,	��.	1,	��.	951,	�.	44–52,	69.	���	��	����	�����������	�������	�����	����	�����	��	������	

����������	(��	�.	44–52),	��	�����	��	�����	����	���k	��	����	�����	���������	I���������	��	�	�������	
different light from their own local reports. In the latter the inspectors portray themselves 
as diligent, dedicated, and highly conscientious sanitary physicians, whose enforcement 
powers may have been limited, but who used them as best they could. This was not always 
the perception of their superiors in Moscow, who here accuse them of being too cozy with 
factory managers.

 32 This issue comes up constantly in the documentation. For an indicative reference, seeThis issue comes up constantly in the documentation. For an indicative reference, see 
G���,	�.	9226,	��.	1,	��.	950,	�.	179.	I	��������	��	��	����	�������	��	����	����	��	�����	�������.
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��������	�����	���������	�����������	����	����������	������������	�����������	������	
only build and instal treatment plants if it brought them direct economic ben-
����	–	��	�����	����	���	����������	����������	�����	��	���������	���	���	������������.		
What damage their discharges did to other factories (or to people) was of no 
concern to them.33

�et even if ministries acted in good faith and tried to abide by the de-
cree, they found themselves blocked by other obstacles.  The Soviet Union still 
did not have any standard designs or protocols for constructing waste treat-
ment plants, nor any lists of standard parts and equipment.  Most ministries 
would not know what equipment they would need, and much of it (specialized 
pumps, pipe work of the correct size) the economy did not manufacture.  The 
same applied to the preliminary design work, which tended to be done with 
inordinate delays and then, when design organizations delivered their plans to 
the construction organizations, the latter found the plans to be incomplete.  If, 
�����	���	������	�������������,	�	��������	�������������	��������	��	������	�	���������	
�����,	 ��	 ������	 �����	���������	 ��	�����	��	���	���������	 ��	�������	 ��.	 	������	
claimed that local GSI inspections in Ukraine found that many treatment plants 
were being operated so incompetently that they were doing more harm to the 
�����������	�����	��	������	�����	���	�x������	��	����	�����	�����.

It might be tempting to think that this complex of problems were all in-
�����������	��	����	���,	����	�����	���������	��	����	������	�������	������.	 	���	����	
1951	��	���	�����	�����	�����	���	���	�	���������	�����	��	�������,	����	�����-
ver, one institutionally sustained by Gosplan itself.  The country still did not 
�����������	����������	q���������	��	����	��	�������	�����,	�����	��	��������	�����,	
without which treatment plants could not operate.  If work passed beyond the 
design stage, construction work fell hopelessly behind schedule, not the least 
because industrial construction projects took priority.  Ministries still did not 
issue funds to their factories to allow them to build treatment plants.  More in-
sidiously, enterprises paid out millions of roubles a year in tax for releasing un-
treated waste water.  The iron and steel combine in Magnitogorsk paid out 12 
�������	�������	��	��x	�������	1950,	����	�����	���������	�����	���	��������	4	�������	
�������	����	�����	������	�������	��	1951	(��	������	����	��	16	�������	�������	����	�	
33	���	����	��������	����	1950).		Y��	���	������	���������,	����	M��������	��	����	I���	
and Steel Industry, refused to sanction the money for it to build a waste treat-
ment plant.  The same was true of the giant Kuznetsk Iron and Steel Combine 
in Kemerovo oblast’ and the Kemerovo coke-oven products factory.  They even 
included the cost of the tax in their annual budgets.  The iron and steel combine 
���	������	3.5	�������	�������	�	�����	��	�	��������	�������	����	���	�����.		I�	��	������	
��fl������	��	�����	����,	�������	��	�����	�����	G������	����	�����	����������	�����	

	 33	 T���� ��� ���� ������������ ��� ������ �� ���� ��������� �� ���� ������� I����-������������ ���-T����	���	����	������������	���	������	��	����	���������	��	����	�������	I����-������������	���-
�������	��	���������	��	�������������	����������	���������	W��k	 ��	 ����	������	��	��������	
I����������	W����	W�����,	������	��	6-7	��������	1948.	T���	�����������	��	����	���������	����-
�������	��	��k��	����	����	�������,	������	��	G���,	�.	9226,	��.	1,	��.	950,	�.	173–182.182.82.
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����	��	����	��������’�	������	����	–	��	����	����	����	��	����������	G������	���	
deliberately refusing to include in local plans the funds for treatment works.  
T���	�����	���	�����	��	������	����	������	����	��x	(�������	���	��	������	�	����),	��	
reality this cost the enterprises nothing, since the money was now part of their 
centrally-approved budget.  If there were any need of evidence of just how 
seriously the Stalinist system took the problem of water pollution, we have it 
here.34

large cItIeS vS. Small toWnS

In his path-breaking book, The Destruction of Nature in the Soviet Union, 
Ze’ev Wolfson notes that one of the most serious causes of river pollution was 
Soviet agriculture, primarily through its careless use of mineral fertilizers, fol-
lowed closely by its misuse of agricultural pesticides, gasoline, diesel fuel, and 
lubricants.35 In the period I am dealing with in this paper, a period which pre- In the period I am dealing with in this paper, a period which pre-
dates the massive expansion of the chemical industry under Khrushchev, the 
main focus of concern was industry.  The damage caused by the large industrial 
cities was obvious, and I have detailed some of this in the paper cited above, in 
footnote 19.  This was true even in Moscow.  During the postwar years Mos-
cow had invested heavily in building sewage and water treatment plants in the 
north of the city, to capture the already polluted waters of the Moscow River 
������	��	����	����	����������	����	�������	M�����	���k	���	�����	�������.		��	�����	
�����	����	�E�	��������	�����	����	M�����	�����	���	�	“���������������	�����”	�����.		
�����	fl�����	���������	M�����,	��������,	����	�����	�����	���k���	��	�������	��-
���������	����	������	���������	��	�������	��	�����	���	��������.36

Moscow was in many ways exceptional, insofar as it was generally able 
to protect the water supply of its own population, while generating enormous 
hazards for the towns of Moscow oblast’ and beyond.  Other large industrial 
cities displayed a somewhat different pattern.  If we look, for example, at the 

	 34	 G���, �. 9226, ��. 1, ��. 1142, �. 24–26. I� 1951, ���� ���� M�������� �� ���� ����� I��������� ��-G���,	�.	9226,	��.	1,	��.	1142,	�.	24–26. I� 1951, ���� ���� M�������� �� ���� ����� I��������� ��-26. I� 1951, ���� ���� M�������� �� ���� ����� I��������� ��-6.	I�	1951,	����	����	M��������	��	����	�����	I���������	��-
�����	������	���	����������	����	�������	���k	���	���������	������	��	����������’�	�����	�������-
���.	G������	��	����	�����������	���,	��������,	�����	���	��������	������	������	��	����	����	��	����	
��������’�	�����	T����.	T����	��	�������	���k	���	�����	��	1951.

	 35	 ����� ������� [Z�’�� W������],Boris Komarov [Ze’ev Wolfson], The Destruction of Nature in the Soviet Union (White Plains, 
N��	Y��k,	1980),	��.	35–36.36.6.

	 36	 G���, �. �-482, ��. 49, ��. 7373, �. 139. T��� ��������� ��������� ��� ��� ��� ���� ���� �������G���,	�.	�-482,	��.	49,	��.	7373,	�.	139.	T���	���������	���������	���	���	���	����	����	�������	
��������.	������	��	�����������	����������	����	������,	���	�����	���	�����	������	������	�����	��	
treatment. The general bacteria count, however, was virtually indistinguishable from raw 
sewage. The coliform titre, a measure of the number of intestinal bacteria per millilitre 
��	�����	���	25,000	���	��.	T����	���	90	���	����	������	�����	���	������,	���	�����	�����,	
very high. By way of comparison, the permitted number of e-coli per millilitre of water in 
����	�������	������	��	����.	I����	M�k���������	������,	“Ek�����������’����	�������������� ��-ia ef-a ef-
fektivnosti biologicheskoi ochistki bytovykh stochnykh vod ot vozbuditelei kishechnykh 
����k����,” ����������� ������������ (M�����, 1953), ��. 79–87, 114.,” ����������� ������������ (M�����, 1953), ��. 79–87, 114.”	�����������	������������	(M�����,	1953),	��.	79–87,	114.
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three Urals industrial metropolises included in my comparative case studies 
–	����������k,	�����������k,	����	M������	–	���	�	�������������	�������	������,	���,	
managed to maintain adequate quality drinking water for their own popula-
tions, while contributing substantially to the poor and often unsafe drinking 
water in the towns of their surrounding oblasti.  Unlike Moscow, however, 
������	�����	������������	����������	�����	���������	����	����,	�������	��	�����������	��-
covery proceeded during the postwar years water quality substantially wors-
ened.  The classic illustration of this would be Molotov.

Molotov’s water problems had a long history.  Even before the war, aver-
���	�������	�����������	���	�����	39.5	������	���	������,	����	��	����	����������	
�������	�������	�����	�������	40	���	����	��	���	����������	�����	������	��	�����	
�������.	 	��	�����	 ����	������	 ������	 ������,	Y��������’	 �����	���	��	 ����	����	
graphic examples, Molotov’s water supply was compromised by the fact that 
its main pumping station was situated just below the discharge points of mas-
sive amounts of pollution into the Kama River by a whole range of large indus-
trial enterprises (the Molotov engineering works, a chemical plant, an iron and 
steel works, a handful of coke-oven products factories, and a petroleum depot).  
T���	�����	G�I	���������������	����	����	�����	�������	��	M������	��	“�����	��k�	�	
complex chemical solution which, as they say, ‘contains the entire Mendeleev 
�������’.”	 Y�� ��� ��� ����� ���� ����� ����� ������� ��� ����� ����������� ������� �et for all this the city water supply met basic standards because�et for all this the city water supply met basic standards because 
Molotov, unlike the vast majority of industrial towns and cities, was able to put 
���	�����	���������	����	����	������	��	�����������	�������������,	��������������,	������	
�����,	����	�����������.		�����������	���	���	��	����	�����	���������	������	��	��-
viet water systems.  It was an essential step in removing chemical, as opposed 
to biological, wastes from water sources, yet the coagulants themselves were 
in very short supply.  Molotov, however, had the good fortune that one of its 
���������	������	����������	�������	��������x����	–	�	���������	–	��	�	�����������	��	
the manufacture of sulphuric acid.37

���	1954	����	���������	�����	���������	��������������	���	����	�����.		T�����	����	
a number of reasons for this.  Up to this time the city had relied on treating the 
�����	��	 ����	 ����k�	�����	 ���	 ���	����	�������	–	������	���	 ������	������	 ��	����	
����	��������	�������	��	����	���������	���	���������	����/��	����������������	����	
������������	����	����	�����’�	���������.		T����	����	����	�����	�������	–	����	����	
���������	��	����	�����	–	���	�������	��	�����	�����	����������	������������	����	��	
����	�����	28	����������	�����-�����	�����������,	16	��	�������	���������	������	�����	
water directly into the Kama, and 12 of which discharged into tributaries of the 
Kama.  The pollutants included dyes, phenols, chlorides, nitrates, petroleum 
residues, chromium, tin, lead, and cyanide compounds.  It was only in 19�3 that 
the City Executive Committee approved plans to build treatment works at 12 
of the city’s industrial enterprises (that is, at less than half of the main sources 
��	���������),	���	��	��	1954	�����	���	��	������	�����	���������	��������	����	��������-
����	���k.		T���	�����	���	������	�	�����	�����	������.		�����	����	������	1950�	��	�����	

	 37	 G���, �. �-482, ��. 47, ��. 3431, �. 11–18�� ���� q�������� �� ���� �. 12.G���,	�.	�-482,	��.	47,	��.	3431,	�.	11–18��	����	q��������	��	����	�.	12.
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already had to cut back on the process of coagulation.  If in the early postwar 
������	 ��	 �����������	 ����������,	 ����	1951	��������	 ��	 �����������	�����	�������	
the spring and summer, mainly because the ferrous hydroxide they used as 
the coagulant proved ineffective in hard water at very cold temperatures, es-
pecially when, as it turned out here, it was also of poor quality.  The only way 
that the city could have brought the water back to acceptable standards would 
have been to halve the amount of water treated at the pumping station.  The 
��������	���	�������	�����	�����	 ����	�����	���	���������	��	��	60	���	����	��	 ���	
����������	�����	�����	����	�	�������	�������	(��	��������	��	50	���	����	�����	
1947),	���	����	q�������	��	����	�����	���	���������������	��	������	��������	�����	��-
ter only by dramatically reducing the amount of water available.38

The situation in the large cities differed fundamentally from that in small 
�����������	 �����.	 	 I�	�����	��	�����	q�������	������	����	 ��	��	�����������	�����	
situation, an issue I discuss in the article cited above in footnote 2.  Perhaps less 
obvious was the fact that they were some of the worst polluters of waterways.  
Especially in the Urals, but not only there, the Soviet Union was littered with 
small and medium-sized towns, sometimes little more than villages, dominat-
ed by one or two large industrial enterprises, or even small factories (especially 
dangerous were food processing plants, especially those handling animals).  
These were capable to doing extraordinary amounts of damage.  In some cases 
they could be more of a danger than the large cities, because these towns were 
least likely to have sewerage or treatment facilities, and their local soviets or 
sanitary inspectors were least likely to be able to pressurize the industrial min-
istries to make the required investments.

We can illustrate this by following the course of the Kama River, the main 
���������	��	M������	������’.		����	������	��	���������	M������	������’,	����	����	
would already have received substantial pollution from its larger tributaries.  
One of these was the Chusovaia, one of the major rivers in Sverdlovsk oblast’ia, one of the major rivers in Sverdlovsk oblast’a, one of the major rivers in Sverdlovsk oblast’ 
whose dismal state at the end of World War Two we have already described.  
The Chusovaia had its source just north of the city of Sverdlovsk, whence it 
fl�����	����������	���	����	600	k���������,	����	�����������	����	����	����	����.		
I�	1945	����	1946	 ����	 �����	��	 ����	����������	���	 �����	 �������������.	 	���������	
��	 ���	������	��	���	���������	���	fl������,	����������	�����,	���,	��k����,	����	����	
from copper mines, a cryolite factory, and an iron and steel works along two of 
its tributaries, the Zheleznianka and the Severushka. Then, as the Chusovaiaianka and the Severushka. Then, as the Chusovaiaanka and the Severushka.  Then, as the Chusovaia 
fl�����	 ���������	 ����	����	�������	������,	 ��	 ��q������	�����	����	��	 ������	 ����	
pollutants, thanks to the copper mines around Degtyarka, the metallurgical 
���k�	��	������	������,	����	����	������	��������	�����	��	�������-����’�k.		��	����	
Chusovaia made its way westwards through Pervoural’sk it picked up chro-
mium salts, phenols, and an assortment of different resins from a dinas brick 
factory, a chemical plant, and the Novo-Trubnyi iron and steel works.  The 
early postwar GSI reports cited a number of protective measures designed to 

	 38	 G���, �. �-482, ��. 49, ��. 8862, �. 9–12, 14, 17, 23–24, 30–34, 36–38.G���,	�.	�-482,	��.	49,	��.	8862,	�.	9–12,	14,	17,	23–24, 30–34, 36–38.24, 30–34, 36–38.4,	30–34, 36–38.34, 36–38.4,	36–38.38.8.
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����	����	������������	��	�������	����	fl������	–	��������	�����	�����	�����������	���-
tle success because of shortages of lime, needed as a coagulant.  The GSI also 
warned that along parts of the river the contamination had reached a point 
where neither industry nor people could use the water.39	 ��� 1953 �� ��� �����	���	1953	��	���	�����	
�����	������	��������	�����	����������	������	������	–	�������	�����,	��	���	�������	��	
pollution had simply cancelled them out.  Each day factories situated along 
����	����������’� ������� ������� ���� �� “���� �� ����������� �� ����� ������”��’� ������� ������� ���� �� “���� �� ����������� �� ����� ������”�’�	 �������	�������	 ����	 ��	 “����	 ��	 �����������	��	 �����	������”	
of copper compounds, iron, phenol, resins, various acids, and other organic 
compounds.40

��	 ����	����	 ���	 ���������	M������	 ������’	 ����	M������	 �����	 ������,	 ����	
sources of contamination multiplied.  The main culprits were paper mills in 
Krasnokamsk and Krasnovishersk; chemical works and a paper mill in So-
likamsk; more chemical plants and a power station in Berezniki; iron and steel 
���k�	 ��	���������,	 ��������,	 ����	�������k��� ��� ����� ���� ������� ����������k��� ��� ����� ���� ������� ���������k���	 ���	 �����	 ����	 �������	 �������	
Kizel and Gubakha; and last but not least the chemical and engineering works 
in Molotov city itself, which I have already described.  The paper mills were es-
pecially hazardous, because in addition to chemicals they also discharged cel-
������	������	�������	k������	���	�����	���	����k���	��	������	�����.		T���	��fl����	����	
the soda factory in Berezniki was said to be so toxic that even at dilutions of 
500,000	��	1	��	���	�����	k������	���	�����	����	��������������.		T���	�����	k����	����	
��	����	������������,	��	������	�������������	����	������’	��������	����������	–	���	��	
�������	����	���k	��	�������	����	���	������	�����	�������	��������	��	�������.41

Because we associate the Urals and Western Siberia with heavy industry, 
the above portrait may not be surprising.  �et the story varies only in degree 
from the less industrialized oblasti, of which Gor’kii oblast’ is a good exam-
ple.  Gor’kii oblast’ was primarily agricultural, but it nonetheless contained 
�	 ������	 ��	 �����������	 �����	 ��	 ���������	 20,000	 ��	 30,000	 ������������,	 ����	
���	 �����,	 ����������k,	 ��	 �������������	 ����	 (139,000	 ����������)	 ����	 ��������	
������������.

The oblast’ was home to a vast range of industries.  Paper, chemicals, 
building materials, agricultural machinery, iron and steel, electric power, food, 
and light industries all had enterprises there, and most were located on, or very 
near to, open bodies of water, ranging from the Volga and the Oka, to smaller 
�����������	(����	������k�, �����k�, ���� �������k�, ����� ���� ���� ���������).�����k�, �����k�, ���� �������k�, ����� ���� ���� ���������).����k�,	�����k�,	����	�������k�,	�����	����	����	���������).		
Irrespective of the diversity of what they produced or where they were located, 
������	���	�����	���	������	��	��������	������	��������	������	�����	������	�������	��-
tally untreated, or treated only in rudimentary and unsatisfactory fashion.42  

	 39	 G���, �. 9226, ��. 1, ��. 693, �. 63–69, ���� ��. 736, �. 73–84.G���,	�.	9226,	��.	1,	��.	693,	�.	63–69, ���� ��. 736, �. 73–84.69, ���� ��. 736, �. 73–84.9,	����	��.	736,	�.	73–84.
	 40	 G���, �. 9226, ��. 1, ��. 1249, �. 27.G���,	�.	9226,	��.	1,	��.	1249,	�.	27.
	 41	 G���, �. 9226, ��. 1, ��. 899, �. 56–60, 291–300. G���, �. �-482, ��. 47, ��. 6345, �. 255–257.G���,	�.	9226,	��.	1,	��.	899,	�.	56–60,	291–300.	G���,	�.	�-482,	��.	47,	��.	6345,	�.	255–257.257.7.	

��������������,	����	������	������	(�.	257)	����������	�����	��	����	��������	�������	�����	���	
����	�����	k����,	����	���	������	���������	������������	���	������	��������.

	 42	 G���, �. �-482, ��. 47, ��. 6335, �. 65.G���,	�.	�-482,	��.	47,	��.	6335,	�.	65.
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���	��	�����	�����	����������k.	 	T���	�����	���	��������	��	����	�k�,	���	���	����	
Gor’kii.  Its most important industry was chemicals.  Its largest chemical works 
was the Kalinin Chernorechensk Chemical Combine, whose existence was so 
������	�����	����	G�I	�������	������	�����	��	��	�����	����q�����.		I�	1946	��	�������������	
��	�������	��	85,000	�����	������	��	�����	������	�	�����	����	����	�k�,	�������-
���	34	 ����	��	����������	�����	����	42.5	 ����	��	 ����������.	 	T���	 ��������	�����	��	
���������	���������	�����������.		���	1947	����	������	��	������������	�����	�����	���	
�������	50	���	����,	��	115,000	�����	������	�	�����.		T���	������	���������	������	��	
Dzerzhinsk contributed smaller, but still considerable amounts to the overall 
���������	–	 ��	1946	������	���������	������������	����	��	60,000	�����	������	�	
day.  The Oka was a powerful river, and according to the then prevalent theory 
��	 “����-��������,”	 ��	 ��������	�����	����	����	 ��	 ����	�����	 �����	k����	��	�����-
����.		T���	����	��,	��������,	�����	��	������	���.		I�	��	1946	���������	�x�����	�������	
����	�����	�����	����	������	��	�����	��	����	�k�	�����	����������k	���	���������	
����������,	���	1947	������	��������	�����	��������	��	����	�����	�����	����������	�������.		
In some ways this seemed more alarming than the fact that the pollution from 
Dzerzhinsk was also threatening the water supply of Gor’kii city.43

Dzerzhinsk, admittedly, was a proper city.  The other sources of river pol-
lution in Gor’kii oblast’ were not.  The industry that attracted the most atten-
����	�����	���	�����.		����k����	�����	�	����������	��	1948	��	18,800,	���	��������	
33,600	 ������	 ��	������������	���k���’	�����������	����������	��	 ���	�������	���-
tories, the two most important of which were the paper combine and its card-
board factory.  There was another cardboard factory in the town of Kalinin.  
T���	����	���������	����	����	����k����	�����	�������	���	�����	�����.		T���	���-
tory actually provided some treatment of its wastes, but their overall volume 
���	��	�����	�����	����	�����	��������	����	70	���	����	��	����	�����,	��	�����	����-
���������	�������	30	����	��	��,	����	��������	500	�����	������	��	���������	����,	����	
the Volga each and every day.  In the area around the factory the Volga was 
unusable for drinking water.  The pollution extended several tens of kilometres 
�����������.	 	T����	���	���	�����	�������	���	����	�����������	��������,	 ��������	7	
k�	�����������	����	����	�����	�������,	�������	��	����	���������	�����	��	����	
�����	�����	��	����������	��	�������	�������	V����	�����	���	����	���������	���	��	
the cardboard factory’s own workers.  Needless to say, it was no longer pos-
�����	��	�����	�����	�����	����	��	����	�����,	����������	�������	��	�������	�������	��	
the fungus, Leptomitus Lacteus.  The discharges from the cardboard factory into 
����	V����	����	��	�	�����	�������	�����,	�	“����”	10,000	�����	������	��	�����	
�����	���	�����	–	���	��	���	���	�����������	����������.		T���	�����������	��������	��	
Kalinin was a relatively small enterprise, but it fed into a similarly small river, 
����	V��,	�������	����	G�I	���������������	��	“�	������������	����������”	��	����	�����	
V������.		T���	���k	fl��	��	����	V��	�����	�����	��	���	����������	��	�������	��	
�����	�����	����	���������.		��	����	���������,	��	�����	������	“�������,	�����	�	����k	

	 43	 G���, �. �-482, ��. 47, ��. 4914, �. 107–108, ���� ��. 6335, �. 71–72.G���,	�.	�-482,	��.	47,	��.	4914,	�.	107–108, ���� ��. 6335, �. 71–72.108, ���� ��. 6335, �. 71–72.8,	����	��.	6335,	�.	71–72.72.2.
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������,”	��������	��������	��	�����,	����	�����	�����	����	��	�������	�����	��	���	�����	
reaches.44

The Vetluga had other small tributaries that were equally in peril and 
��������	 ��	 ����.	 	�����,	 ����	�������	����	 ��	�����������	�����	 ���������	�������,	
��������,	����������	���������	��x��	������������.		�	���	��������	�����	����	�����’k���,ia,a, 
���	�x�����,	���������	�����	1.5	�����	������	��	�����	�����	��	�����,	���	������	
contained an array of organic compounds, including acetone, methylated spir-
it, phenols, and tar, which turned the bed and both banks of Belen’kaya totally 
black, while the water itself was completely brown and covered in a chemical 
����.		���	�����	���	����	����	V������.45

T���	 ����	��	���	 (�����	����������	24,000,	 ����������	 ���	���k���’	 ������-
ments) was home to the Maksim Gor’kii glass factory.  The town of Vyksa 
(����������	32,000)	���	����	����	��	��	����	����	�����	���k�.		W����	���k���	�����	
was the pollution from their gas generators, a source of contamination rarely 
discussed in other local GSI reports.  The process of gas generation produced 
����������	 �������,	 ����	 ��	 �����	 q���������,	 ����	 ���������	 ��x����	 �������	 ���-
pounds, tars and resins, and acetic acid.  Both factories discharged their waste 
water not into the Volga (at least not directly), but into lakes or ponds with un-
derground connections to the Volga.  Both factories had converted their respec-
����	�����������	����	“������”	�������	��	�����.		T���	�����	�����	��	V��k��	�����	�	
number of population settlements on its banks, but the water was so poisoned 
that no one could use it.  The pollution from the Bor glass works was said to 
�����	k������	���	�����	�����	����	V����	����	�	��������	��	20	k���������.46

Finally, we should mention the damage done by branches of production 
we might not immediately associate with river pollution, notably food process-
ing and hides.  The oblast’ had a number of starch factories, which operated 
only for three months of the year following the potato harvest, that is, from 
�������	��	��������.		T�����	�������	���	�������	�����	k����,	����	����	�����	���	
so contaminated that no livestock could drink it.  Even more damaging were 
����	��������	���������,	�������	���������	����,	fl����,	�������,	�������	����������,	�����	
ash, hydrochloric acid, and sulphuric acid.  These went into the Riazanka river,iazanka river,azanka river, 
����	����������	������	�������	�����	“����������”	�����	k����,	������	�����	������������	���	
crustacean life.47

T���	�����	�����	���	���	����	1946	����	1947.		���	1954	������	�������	��	�����	
been some improvement in both the Oka and the Volga, at least insofar as the 
�E�	���	��������	 �����	�����	 �������	�����	“���������”	�x��������	����������	
������	–	����������	������,	��	��	k���,	������	��	���	��������	�����	�����	���	����-
ally safe.  To the above noted range of toxins, however, they now detected lead 
����	���������	(����������	������	������	�����	��	�������	������	���	����	������).		T���	

	 44	 G���, �. �-482, ��. 47, ��. 4914, �. 105–106, ���� ��. 6335, �. 66.G���,	�.	�-482,	��.	47,	��.	4914,	�.	105–106, ���� ��. 6335, �. 66.106, ���� ��. 6335, �. 66.6,	����	��.	6335,	�.	66.
	 45	 G���, �. �-482, ��. 47, ��. ��. 6335, �. 67.G���,	�.	�-482,	��.	47,	��.	��.	6335,	�.	67.
	 46	 G���, �. �-482, ��. 47, ��. 4914, �. 111–112, ���� ��. 6335, �. 70.G���,	�.	�-482,	��.	47,	��.	4914,	�.	111–112, ���� ��. 6335, �. 70.112, ���� ��. 6335, �. 70.12,	����	��.	6335,	�.	70.
	 47	 G���, �. �-482, ��. 47, ��. 6335, �. 68–70.G���,	�.	�-482,	��.	47,	��.	6335,	�.	68–70.
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����	������������	���	����	����������	����	����	��	������������	��	�����	���������	
plants.  The Balakhna paper combine, the Bor glass works, and the chemical 
plants in Dzerzhinsk still had not gone past the design stage.  Neither they, nor 
any of the other large enterprises in the oblast’ still without treatment works 
had begun actual construction	�������	1954,	�	����	�����	����	���-�����	������	�����	
����	M���	1947	�������.		W����	��	������	���������	�����	�����	�����	����������	��	�����	
interval?  The main progress had been in the leather factories at Bogorodsk.  
T�����	���	�����	�q�������	�����	��������	����������	����	�����	��	90	���	����	��	
������	�����	���������,	����	������	����	�����	�������������	��fl����	����������	����,	
chromium, sulphates, dies, and calcium.48

Despite its mainly agricultural economy, Gor’kii oblast’ therefore made 
a major contribution to the destruction of two major rivers, the Oka and the 
Volga.  The poisoning of Russia’s rivers was not a Urals problem.  It was part 
and parcel of the Stalinist industrial economy.

concluSIon

There are a number of conclusions we can draw from the material we 
have presented here.  The most obvious, perhaps, is that the prehistory of what 
M������	 ����������	 ����	�������	 ����������	 �������	 “��������”49 really begins here, 
in the very essence of Stalinist industrialization, in particular its fetishization 
��	�����������	�������	����	“����	����������”	��	����	�x�����	��	����	������	����	
���������	 ��	 ������	 ������	�����.	 	T���	��������	�������	��	 �����	���������	���	
����������	 ��	������������	����	�����������	��	 ������	�����	���������	 ��	�����	�������	
damage to the machinery of industrial enterprises and to the river boats that 
hauled goods and raw materials.  The contamination of rivers caused inordi-
nate misery and hardship to communities that relied on them for their water 
�������.		��	��	�����	����,	���������	��	����	������	�������	�������,	������	����	���-
��������	����������	��	������	������	��������	������	���	��������k	������	���	����	��-
���.		�������,	�����	���������	�������������	��	����	����	������	�������	��	����	��	
careful not to overstate the extent of the damage already done.  The wholesale 
���������	��	����	����’�	������	�����	��	����	��	�������	��	����	1970�	����	1980�	
�����	���	����	���������	–	����	��������	��	����	������	����	�����	���������	������-
ably clean.  What is crucial here is that the policies and behaviours that were to 
��������	����	�����	������������	����	���	���������	����������.

To a certain extent the Soviet Union was repeating the experience of nine-
teenth century Britain and Germany.  The more rapidly industrialization pro-
ceeded, the worse the rivers became.  �et the Soviet Union was not Victorian 
Britain and it was not Wilhelmine Germany.  Its planners and scientists knew 
perfectly well what damage they were causing and what technology they need-

	 48	 G���, �. �-482, ��. 49, ��. 8835, �. 7–8.G���,	�.	�-482,	��.	49,	��.	8835,	�.	7–8.
	 49	 M������ ���������� ���� ������� ����������, J�.,M������	����������	����	�������	����������,	 J�.,	Ecocide in the USSR: Health and Nature Under 

Siege	(���������	�����	P����,	1992).
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ed in order to reduce the hazard, if not eliminate it altogether.  Stalinist invest-
ment priorities made it impossible to act on this knowledge.  Gosplan and the 
Council of Ministers would allocate funds for factories and production shops, 
���	���	���	�����	����	�����	���������	������	–	����	�����	������	���	�����������	
required their construction.

T���	������	�����	������,	�����	����	����������	��	������,	���	��	������	��������.		
What, if any, damage did these dirty rivers do to people, either immediately 
��	����	����	����	����?		I	��	���	q���������	��	�����	�����	����	q�������	��	����	����-
term health problems, but in the short term we can make some approximate 
�����������.		��	��	�����	���������	��	�������	������	��	�����	�����,	�����	�������	
was part of a larger complex of sanitary issues that affected both the quality of 
people’s lives and their health and life prospects.  One of the better measures 
of this is infant mortality, which is generally accepted as an accurate indicator 
of a society’s overall state of public health and well being.  We know that infant 
mortality in Russian cities remained high after the war, although with the ex-
�������	��	����	������	�����	��	1947,	��	���	�����	�����	������	������.		���	��	����	
causes of high infant mortality was lack of access to clean water in cities where 
general sanitation was also poor.  This proved especially dangerous during the 
�����	������	��	1947,	�����	�����	������	������	�������	������	��������	������	���	
breastfeed, could not buy milk in state stores or on the kolkhoz market, and 
����������	�����	��	������	��	����������	������	�����	�����	������	�����.		�	������	
���k	��	��������	�����	������	�����	�����	����	������	��	1947	���	��������	��������.		
Overall, infant mortality in the cities of the RSFSR fell, but it fell unevenly.  In 
Moscow, where the regime had concentrated its postwar efforts on sanitary 
reform and protecting the water supply, infant mortality dropped very fast 
and very far.  Infant mortality in the other industrial regions did not show such 
dramatic improvement, and in the cities and towns of Cheliabinsk, Molotov, 
����	����������k	�������	��	����������	��	�����	��	1947	������	�����	����	������	1950�.		
�	�����	���	�������	��	�������	����	��������	��������	��	�	�����	����	��	M�����	
and a baby born in nearby Moscow oblast’, and especially a baby born in the 
Urals or Kemerovo oblast’.  Even when infant mortality began to fall in these 
�������,	��	����	�����	����	�������	�����	��	M�������	������	��	��	����	����-1950�	�	
baby born in the industrial towns of the Urals or Kemerovo oblast was roughly 
�����	��	 ��k����	 ��	����	�������	 ����	�����	�����	��	 ����	��	�	�����	����	 ��	M�����	
city.  What we see here is that infant mortality was highest in precisely those 
industrial regions where sanitary reform was slowest.  Insofar as water sup-
ply formed a crucial part of this sanitary nexus, we can say that the poisoning 
of the rivers, and the failure to provide proper sanitation and water supply in 
general, took a heavy toll.  This was indeed a poisoning of the proletariat.  The 
����-����	������	��	������	������������	����	��	����������	��	���������	���	���	��-
pact on their newborn children was not.50

	 50	 ������� �������, “��������������� I����� M��������� ������� ���� ����������� W��, ������, ���������	�������,	“���������������	I�����	M���������	������� ���� ����������� W��, ������, ��������� ���� ����������� W��, ������, �������	����	�����������	W��,	������,	��	
����	�����	E����������,”	�������������	 ����������	�����,	��������	�����������	 ���	 ����	
������������	��	������	��������	������	����������,	W����������	�. �. (N������� 2006).	�. (N������� 2006).�.	(N�������	2006).


