Lecture: Life in the Soviet Union Today
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Llfe in the Soviet Union Today jg a very broad SUbJect
ané we cannot begln to cover all. asPects of it. As I under-:
stand you are prlmarlly concerned with how the Sov1et citizen
lives, I have chosen to focus on _three topics -- incomes,
consumption, and living conditions,ef%I would like to present -
some thoughts on each topic and then anewer questions. - How-f“
ever, because 'your specific needs or interests, are

- not clear _
/ Please feel free to interrupt at any time.

Introduction .

In recent years, the average level of living-iﬁ'the USSR
has risen by amounts that most_Wesﬁerhers-would consider:
exceptional Diets have improved -- more meat and other
quallty food and fewer starches are on the nation's tables.
Consumer durables are found in more homes and are more
available in stores. Dress has improved, and the cohtrast
with foreigh olothing is less discernible. Still, the
consumef's.situation is a mixture of plusee and minuses.

On the negatlve side, incomes have continued to rise- faster
than the supply of goods and serv1ces, forcing lnleldualS

to postpone purchases. As you knowj in the USSR nearly_all
prices are centrally determined and are seldom changed. Thié
has many'oonsequences which we'll talk about later. For

row it is enough to say that unchanging prices can lead to

shortages. Despite marked improvement in the level of living,




>the gap between-the.USSR and the West —- or e&én.Bloc
_countries ——‘remains largé, and Soviet consumers are-in;
creasingly aware of where they stand. Moreover, those
problems that most vexed consumers in the immediaté_post-
~war years remain -- such as inadequate supplies,and*qdality
of various foods,bhousing, and services. Finally, the
harvest disaster in 1972 and subsequent shortages and -
higher prices -- in those areas where prices can Change -
remind consumers how tentative their‘gains-havevbeen.: The
Soviet regime has not yet satisfactoriiy sdlved that mést
bésic of problems -- providing’the population with'a quality

‘diet.




Turning first to incomes —-
1. We'll look at incomes in two ways - disposable
income,and wages. ,ﬁl;j Diéposable income means jUSt.tha£
-- spendable income or what one has in one€'s pocket. It
is income after taxes and othér'dedpctions. It inéludés not
only wages but money received from other soﬁrfés such as
the government -- student stipends, pensions, mother's grants
and so on -- or from,priﬁate activity such as sa1e of
éurplus farm éroduce, music lesson or medical service.
E@Q} Waées, on the other hand, are hcﬁrly earnings for labor.
‘2. Per capita disposable income in 1972 was about
775 mubles.(égégge),nearly 3 times the 1950 level. If one
adjusts for price changes, the growth is even more impressive,'
we}l over 4 times. Despite this rapid growth, it was not ‘
until 1968 that incomes reached what Soviets consider a
minimum acéeptable'level ~ 620 rubles ($830).

(Ruble dollar conversion)
($ = .746 r R = $1.34)

3; Even in 1972, the average monthly wage of Soviet
workers —- 130.3 rubles ($175) -- was less than two-thirds
that necessary to maintain a familyiof four at the minimum
standards. This explains, in part, the very high number
‘of families with at least 2 workers, and the low birth

rate. (Pbpulation growth 'is less than 1 percent per Year;)




4. Non-working women are few in the'USSR'and*30vie£s

frequentlY‘express surprise at the extent to which women

‘reamin at home in other parts of the world. Incidentally,

at the last sassion, I was asked abéut ﬁifeé£o—wife
contacts. This might be a good place to enlarge on the
subjecﬁ..;. |

5.. Relatively low wages are reflected in the level of

perscnal savings in the USSR. Consumers save roughly 4

- percent of their incomes, about half the level of the US.

6. 'Nevertheless personal sévings-areAgrowing rapidly;
total deposits in saving banks have grown 32-fold since
1950, an average annual rate of 17 percent. Still, the
aVerage account in 1972 contianed only 680 rubleé, nbt
much more than 10 percent of the amount needed to buy a
Zhlgull car. -
& A d“lzz:éi&ughd/qf_L¢fmam¢£¢52b¢£4 &bwébéaéﬁﬁicéqcé*ﬂwbyixx

Now —- consumotlon —-= which can be broken into flve
broad categorles: food, soft goods including clothing
and shoes, durable‘goods ranging from.elecﬁric irons to
automobiles, personal and househcld services, and health
and education services.

1. First, let us compare Soviet consumption with that
in the US.and I nust emphasize that consumption does not

mean personal expenditures rather the supply - market basket

if you will —= of goods and services available.




Distribution of expenditures

Food 45%

Soft goods 19%

Durables 7%

Housing & utilities 4%

Savings 4%

Taxes 7% ,

(income tax -- none on 70 rubles or less nonthly
ingéme, up to 13 percent)
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iﬁ‘?ér caéita terms, the average‘citizenuéoﬁsuﬁes roughiy' :
Aone—third of the goods and services consumed by hiS‘USﬁi
counterpart. (First chart). The comparison.fails to .
reflect fully the inferior quality and assortment oﬁ.goods.
and services available, however. More of that iater.4'
In Chart 1, Soviet pef capita consumption of the other
categories is also related to that of US. A caution is in
order -- in comparison with the US consumer, thé Soviet
consumer appears in an unfavorable light. In.a time
comparison, however, the Soviet consumer has made'greét
strides forward.

2. To begin with food. Soviet consumers receive :
enough to eat in terms of daily calofies; and have
for at least two decades. But their dietAis overly weighted -
with starches and,vrelative to the US, is low in meat,
vegetables, and fruit (Secénd chart) . Nevértheless, thé‘
Soviet consumer»has seen substantial improvement both in

dietary quality and in the variety and assortment of food

available. Since 1950

Y




the share of calories provided by grain products and éotaﬁbés
dropped from 71 percent to 52. During the same time consump—'
tion of sugar more than trlpled that of fats and oils more
t“an aoubled and that of meat almost doubled.

3. 2lthough the éuality of quiet soft_gbods is_stili
far.belcw the average Western level, it is noticeably-bétter
thaﬁ'even a decade ago. VlSltorS to the Soviet Union comment
on the greater avallablllty of clothing and shoes, the more
. atrractive and wider range of styles and color,. In;fact,
at least one US speciality buyer has iﬁported severai Soviet
designs and anticipates no trouble in selling them. In the
USSﬁ, imported soft goods, particularly clothing and éhoes,
are extraordinarily popular and are increasingly-availabie3:

. 4. Except for sewing,machines, Soviét consumers enjgy-
only alfracﬁion of the durables owned by their US counterparts.
(Third chart). Mény durables, common here, such as automatic
washers, dryers, and freezers, are not manufactured or sold
in the USSR. On the other hand, both color and black and
white television sets, radioéphonog;aphs, transistor radios.
and tape recorders are available off the sales_floor. Waiting-
lists, so common a few years ago, have almost disappéaréd.

Cne need register only for a car or for some models of the

more desirable refrigerators.




5{ The demand for automoblles is extremely strong and
will remain strong for many years although the supply is
growing rapidly. 1In 1972, 377 thousand automoblles were:
purchased by individuals. Soviet automoblles are expens1ve;
ranging from 3500 rubles ($4 800) for the small Zaparozhets
to 9000 rtbles ($12,500) for the Volga, the largest passen-a‘
. ger car sold to individuals. Even the smallest'oar costs
.more than 2 yearé’tgtg& income of the working man. By:
comparison, a moderately priced car in the uS in 1972 was
eqtlvalent to about six months earnings for an average
industrial worker. Sov1et cars must be purchased in cash;
there is no credit. Buyers may pay in one lumpvsum or in
periodic payments up to time of delivery.

6. I should address the quallty problem brlefly. In..

: — er € e v
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any discussion of Soviet products/comments on poor quality

form a nearly constant refrain. There are, of course,'a

few exceptions, but most products are sob-standard Why do

plant maragers not try to improve quality? Because the

emphasis is on meeting the plan, and the plan invariably

is for quantity. Managers are not rewarded for quality;

No matter that 40 percent of the shoe factory's outout-is classed
~Cefective, it still has been produced. Window glass is a

example
classic/-- enormous production, continual shortages. Why?




The latest review says 47 percent errives broken — plant“
managers want tovproducefmore square meters} hencejitvgets
thinner and thinner. Repetltlve clothlng styles are another

: Tacea oc fodr ot = e rcives e [ 10y €ars cso oniy 8
example, Hats, one stylesonlyv Furthermore, controlled,
centrally set prices mean no incentive. Everyone 1s-fam11iar
with the so called. "technology" lag, the slowness in devising and
introducing new equipment and technlques.

7. By western standards, the supply of’personal.and-
-household services available to sbnsumersiis still exﬁremely'
limited. Nevertheless, marked progress has been made in the
range and quallty of services prov1ded One can get clothing
dry cleaned now, one doesn't have to remove buttons before
sending clothes to the laundry. On the other hand, the
total value of state supplied services in 1970 amounted to
:onlf 16 rubles ($22) per capita -- at Soviet prices eneugh
for a man to have. a haircut every dther.week,or'for e women
to have her hair washed and set seven times a year, and
housing conditions are probably the most distressing aspect
of Soviet life.

8. Soviet achievements in health and education are

impressive and well known:

1970
. " USSR " US
Doctors (per 10,00Q) 24 17
Hospital beds (per 10,000} 110 79
Teachers (thousands) 2361 2061
Students (per teacher) 21 23

Quality particularly in the health area remains below desired

- T
levels.




Finally, I would'like to talk about a nuﬁber of tOpics
looselv aggregated as living condltlons —~ hou51ng, shopplng,
d,catlon and medical services, Chlld care, and so on.
First, a few slides to show you what hou51ng looks like,
what trafflc conditions are, and what the. average shopper
faces. We'll go quickly through the slides - interrupt
if you wish =~ and theﬁ discuss the tbpics in more detail.
1. We'll begin.with houéing. Urbanization has placed
a growing strain on the supply of housing. Nearly 3/5
of the total population (of 250 million) now live in cities.
Despite tremendous quantities of construction concentrated
in urban areas -- the stock more than doubled from 1951 to
1972.—— the average spaée available (7.8 m2 or 84 f2)
is 'still 15% kelow the minimum standard set soon aftér the
revolutioh. Housing space is about 1/3 thaﬁ in the United
States. | |
2. Housing is broadly divided into 2Atypes -- state
and private . |
State ~-- ﬁostly urban areas
-- moétly multi-stories
-~ waiting lists, some favoritism, wait from
1% - 3 or more years necessary

—~— rents are low, under 5%




Cooperative

Private

Dacha

type of state housing
association of a number of Soviet citizens
down payment of 40 percent'

balanée in eqﬁal shares over 10 to 20

years

1 percent interest
2,500 down, 20 rubles monthly and
10 monthly for upkeep compared with 4

monthly for state)

quantity declining, about 1/4 in 71
small cities, rural areas

can be purchased

state or private

highly luxrious to very primative

By Western standards, quality is shoddy and

2ily apartments.

.design unimraginative. Priority is to quantity and not
Quality. Moreover, about 1/4 of urban state housing still
is without runnihg water and sewerage —- for.all housing,
rural and urban, the‘figure is probably 50%. A substantial
percentage of urban apartments involve the sharing of
kitchens and bathrooms.. By l%§j} it is planned that 75

~ercent of the people in state housing will be in single




4. Daily difficulty of shopping for food and other :

‘consumer goods

-

state stores and collective farﬁ:mérkéts
shift from home-produced to purchased

strains the system |
1imited self service, suspected dis-
honesty

lines for products and cashiers

‘uncertainties - compounded by shortages,b

everyone "on the alert" "where didcyou
find that" R |
generally poor quality (as discﬁssedlbefore)
miniscule variety and aésortmént, 20-30 |
kinds of shoes here, 3-4 there
special stores - coupons, hard currency -

for priveleged personnel, diplcmats and

Soviets

lack of ¢Kcumer credit for desired durables

_‘though”some available for items in good

supply
shortage of services partially met by

private sector

5. Education and medical services -- Much is made of

fyes and universal education and medical services, and

rightly so. But the services are not entirely free -- nor




are theyv equally avaiiable everywhere. 'échdél bcoks ané';-
supplies must be purchased as Weil as school uniforhs."P:e—.
. scription items also must be paid for. The supply-offbotﬁ'
kinds Cf services is far superior in urban areas é&ea:#ﬁ,*bb
rural.
A'ﬁém All children do begin school -- age 7‘—— schbol.
is compulsory for 8 years, 'roughly 3/5’continue for 2 -
more years, completing a genéral secondaiy“educatidn, ad-
vanced education is available for a relative few —- enroll—‘A
mgnt»is'closely controlled by the state. |
7. Medical emphasis is on prevention rather ﬁhaﬁ'éure,
system of pochlinics. |
8. Ianflation
~-- "does not exist in a socialist_econqmy"
—-— cannct be measu |
—- forced savings
—— prices bid up in'collective farm market
—-- complaints of higher prices on "sémé“ goods-
-- is it a problem
9. Bribery and_corrupfion
-- tolkachvor expediter
-~ bribes for all sorts of services, to get
2 higher place on the housing br car.
list |
-~ theft; housing materials, focd, general

supplies, spare parts

--12 -




—-- recent Georgia situation

- speciai stores for ﬁpriviléged"

-- shortages -

-- alcohol

10. And léstly a topic which might be called_“social

giaces" or daily behavior |

-—- daily difficulties and frustrations' result

in incredible rudeness

~— shoving and pushinyg, time speﬁt-waiting

-- restaurant service

‘—— theater coat checking

-- recreaticn facilities
Despite marked progress, daily life still has a duli sameness,
everything seems to look alike and people seen Qn'the street
seem bofed and préoccupied; There is a substantial degree :
of unsatisfied demand among the population -- demand for
quality foods such as meat, fruit and vegetables, and
demand for well-made soft and durable goods. The ﬁépulation
is more choosy and.does refuse poor guality goods. Inven-
tories are increasing at the same time as savings accounts
are building. All this has an effect on the total economy
‘which is plagued with low productivity -- 50 perceﬁt‘more
workers than the US but only half the gross national product.
Sowviet workers are notvinspired to greater efforts by the
ise of more money:and:goods. The economy has not been

zble to supply the goods so far.




