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Summary
Information available
as of | February 1991
was used in this report.

Organized Crime in the USSR:
Its Growth and Impact

Organized crime has flourished in the Gorbachev era as a result of relaxed
social controls and deteriorating economic conditions. The last two years
have witnessed sharp increases in crimes such as embezzlement and
extortion against state enterprises and private cooperatives. Soviet gang-
sters are also moving aggressively into gambling, prostitution, and drug
trafficking.! : -

The growth in organized crime is having a corrosive effect on the Soviet
system, the regime, and popular attitudes. Large-scale bribery and extor-
tion have also increased corruption significantly in the middle and lower
ranks of the government bureaucracy, particularly among economic and
police officials. Gangs, moving quickly to take advantage of rampant
shortages and other problems stemming from the collapse of the centrally
planned economy, have established extensive corrupt links to party and
government leaders. Despite numerous public accusations that criminal
leaders have corrupted the highest ranks of the political system to gain
protection, investigators have not been able to offer convincing proof

Widespread public anger over the rise of organized crime has also
undermined support for Gorbachev, government institutions, and continued
reform. The growth of organized crime, moreover, has fostered antireform
political forces. Pointing to what they call the “mafia,” many traditional-
ists demand an end to cooperatives and marketization and use the specter
of criminal infestation of the economy to argue that economic reform
should be slowed ' :

Soviet gangs have begun to establish links to organized crime forces outside
the USSR, particularly to facilitate smuggling and foreign currency
operations. In response to these international criminal links and the
upsurge in domestic organized crime, Soviet officials are actively lobbying
to arrange technological and other forms of cooperation with Western law
enforcement agencies. Moscow has also joined Interpol, the international
police organization, and is seeking formal ties to the US Intelligence

= .

o _] The MVD reports,
however, that about 2.5 million crimes in all categories were committed in the first 11
months of 1990, a 12-percent increase over the same period in 1989
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Community to combat drug trafficking and organized crime. E
While Sovicet leaders’ anxiety about the rise of orgamzed crime has stcadlly
increased over the past two years, officials readily admit that the resull __of i
the fight against organized crime, begun in earnest in 1989, have bcén :
paltry. Efforts to beef up and centralize law enforcement have faded to put :
a dent in the problem, in part because of corruption in the MVD. Thc
KGB's entry into the battle—highlighted by the reorganization of a..
directorate that includes anti-organized-crime units—has set oﬁ' a ﬁght
between the KGB and the MVD over budgetary resources and over who
has authority to fight organized crime. The question of how to cope with -~
the rise of organized crime has triggered sharp debate between police
officials, who are demanding more forceful measures to deal with oﬁ'cnd-
ers—such as stiffer penaltles and the legal authority to wu‘etap—and ‘

reform-minded legal scholars and legislators, who are concerned that new |
police powers will undermine efforts to create a law-based state

The devolution of power from the center to the republics, if it continues,
will probably have a mixed impact on the fight against organized crime. )
On the onc hand, this trend could lead to a weakening of law enforcement
capabilities. As republic MVD organizations have declared themselves
independent from the center, they have already refused to obey orders from
the center and have become factionalized along cthnic lines. Looser ties -
between republic police agencies and the center could also cut them off *
from resources, such as investigators and anticrime “hardware,” that are
more plentiful on an all-union basis. On the other hand, local authorities. -
are probably more familiar with the causes and types of crime in their
areas and may be better at infiltrating criminal groups. Thus, the"
splintering of the various republic MVD organizations from the center
could help make local and regional law cnforccmcnt units more profession-
al and effective .

Whatever deal the independence-minded republics can strike with the

Kremlin, the fundamental problems feeding organized crime will grow:

* Organized crime is fueled by shortages and black markets, and the
economic slide that is creating those conditions will continue for some
time.

* Chronic problems in Soviet law enforcement—particularly corruption

and the MVD's serious personnel shortago-wﬂl take years to remedy at
best.




* Because thousands of corrupt officials throughout the middle-and lower
levels of government and the Communist Party abet or partitipate in
organized crime, it will be difficult to eliminate the problem by simply
putting more criminals behind bars. o

* A diminution of social controls and respect for authority as well as such-

P social ills as youth alienation, alcoholism, and drug abuse also will
W encourage the growth of organized crime * '

. The most optimistic scenario for the next few years would probably put or-
ganized crime out of business only in a small, vibrant republic like
Lithuania or perhaps the entire Baltic region—but only if these areas
recover enough to climinate the economic and social problems that created

- . organized crime in the first place. In the Russian Republic and other Slavic
republics, a breakup of the Soviet state would probably make little
difference. If the republics in Central Asia and the ‘Caucasus became
independent, 'they would probably be unable to muster as many law
enforcement resources against organized gangs as they receive now with
the help of central Soviet authorities. Clan-based corruption and crime in
these areas could very well escalate. '
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Organizéd Crime in the USSR:
Its Growth and Impact

The Origins of Soviet Organized Crime

Organized crime has flourished in the Gorbachev cra,
undergoing an alarming growth that rivals the levels
reached in other turbulent periods of Soviet history.
In the 1920s, during the freewheeling era of the New
Economic Plan, extortionists and other criminals vic-
timized many owners of newly legalized businesses.
Large-scale criminal activitics were virtually wiped
out under Stalin as a result of the pervasive sense of

fear and the general level of poverty, and gangsterism

thrived only in labor camps. Mafia-type networks did
not surface again until Khrushchey )

Corruption increased markedly under Brezhnev and
even reached into his family. Throughout the 1970s
widespread scarcities of consumer goods gaverisc to a
“gsecond cconomy” in which large amounts of raw )
materials were diverted from state enterprises into
underground workshops and even factorics. The many
entrepreneurs who made vast fortunes often fell prey
to gangsters who resorted to violence to enforce their
payeff demands. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s,
underground businessmen worked out truces, splitting
the profits and bribing government officials to ensure
protection and receive inputs for their factories. Soviet
press accounts during Andropov’s and Gorbachev'’s
carly anticorruption campaigns exposed several huge
mafia-style networks sind “thousands” of “under-
ground millionaires’

Organized Crime Under Gorbachey

The rise of organized crime under Gorbachev has
been spurred by relaxed Ecm.l controls and deteriorat-
ing economic conditions,

estimated that organized crime had
risen at a rate of 60 to 75 percent in 1989—almost

twice the rate for Soviet crime in general.? Criminal
gangs have also grown considerably in number and
strength over the last two years: :

. ~31,600 criminal groups were
bmuahttojusticeini989—-600morcthandurin¢the
prcviousyeax‘—'butthatthiswasonlyasmallpartof'
thctotal."l'hemushmomsmbdngmtdown,"hc
complained, “but the mushroom spawn remains.”.

* The almost 1,000 criminal groups that [

' _J were uncovered in the first half of 1990
committed almost 3,500 crimes, including dozens of
murders and hundreds of robberics, thefts, and
extortions oo

The fairly unstructured natuse of Soviet organized

crime has made for an unsettled and violent situation.
According to news accounts, criminal gangs have

become much more brazen and violent than in the

past, often resorting to contract murders against

citizens and government officials who stand in their .
way. Although some criminal groups divide their turf
among neighborhoods or rayons (urban districts)

through negotiations,? turf wars occur frequently.
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Organized Crime Defined

Western and Soviet observers have labeled various
aspects of Soviet life “organized crime.” During the
Brezhnev years, Western analysts and Soviet citizens,
" noting how thoroughly corrupt the top leadership had
become, considered Brezhnev's family and entourage
to be tantamount to one large “mafia’ organization.
Similarly, opponents of the Soviet regime often refer
to the party'’s hold onto power—the ‘partocracy’—
as a form of organized crime as well. Even in recent

years, Soviet citizens damn the CPSU as an extension

of the mafia—or as the mafia itself. During the
Brezhnev era and since, corruption has spread to
society and the economy in general, creating what
some consider another category of organized crime—
the underground econcony. Western observers some-.
times liken the undergroundfactone: begun in the
1970s and 1980s, to organized crime because they
were established by a class of crooked entrepreneurs
who depend on extra-legal relationships with suppli-
ers. Finally, a set of organized criminals exists in the
USSR that mirrors in many ways the mafia organi-
zations pursued by Western law enforcement
agencies. This category-—the subjelt of this paper—
consists of “true” criminals rather than political
bosses or underground factory managers

Although the USSR criminal code does not give a
legal definition of organized crime, Soviet scholars
generally define it as the widespread functioning of .
stable, controlled associations of criminals who en--.
gage in crime as a business and use corruption or -
bribery to ensure their safety or the success of their
criminal operations. It is distinguishable from ordi-
nary street crime because organized gangs usually
operate under informal “regulations” and have access
to greater financial assets and more sophisticated -
equipment and weapons with which to plan and carry
out their crimes.

At the same time, organized crime Is more unstruc-
tured in the USSR than in most Western countrijes.

"~ An Interior Ministry official has argued that almost

all organized crime in the USSR is composed of
interconnected but fundamentally independent
groups. Many gangs do not actively try to suborn
political or law enforcement officials, and some small
ones that do try to do so may not be part of organized
crime because they eschew links to other gangs

L Jl& shootouts took place
between rival gangs in Moscow in 1989. The

loose links among gangs make it hard for law enforce-
ment authorities to penctrate the entire network.

The depictions of Soviet organized crime in Western
and Sovict media, as well as a myriad of anecdotal
evidence, suggest a situation that in many respects

" resembles Chicago in the 1920s—from the outward
appearance of crime bosses to their use of violence to
enforce gang discipline. While gang violence against
individual victims is probably lower in the USSR than
in the United States, organized economic crimes such
as embezzlement and extortion are probably more

numerous than in the West. At the same time, there
appears to be a very high level of violence to.enforce
extortion threats in the USSR :

-3
Unlike the “mafia” in some other countrics, most '
gangs in the USSR do not appear to consist primarily
of biological families, although some, especially in
Central Asia, are composed of clans. Soviet gangs
typically consist of fewer than 10 members, but their
loose financial connections with criminals in other
arcas of the country may make for an entire network
consisting of hundreds

* Nonetheless, the Soviet public freely—and incorrently—uses the
term “mafia”™ when referring to organized crime




Most new gang members appear to be recruited from
five sources: youths, former athletes, rcleased prison-
ers, Afghanistan veterans, and—to a lesser extent—

active members of the armed forces:

* Many alienated youths have banded together in
gangs that later develop links to the organized crime
network [ et s Ty
adult gangs nave close links t6 youth gangs, orten
providing them with equipment and training. Youth
gang members frequently become members of crim-
inal gangs. when they are old cnough.

¢ Former athletes also account for some of the gangs’

membership, [~ I L
. :I’ganzs often recruit former top athletes because

tiey have access to modern weapons and cars,
unlimited funds, and good connections abroad. Ath-
letes, in turn, may join gangs to continue living the
“good life” they lose when their government sti-
pends end. Organized crime allows some athletes to
translate their physical strength and prowess into
quick money.

Gangs have recruited some of the roughly 14,000
prisoners released in the last two years who, acoord-
ing to the Soviet media, could not find work after
their release CrEmm '130
pereent of the country's crimes are’ committed by
people who have previously been imprisoned.

* Afghanistan war veterans have also joined the ranks
of organized crime, according to the Soviet press.
Krasnaya zvezda has described a gang consisting of

" well-armed Afghanistan veterans who, upon their
return from the war, faced an unsympathetic
burcaucracy and a lack of apartments, money, and
jobs; ctiminal gangs, on the other band, were quick
to attend to their needs. Gang leaders no doubt prize
former servicemen’s military experience and famil-
iarity with weapons.

« Some active and retired police officials apparently
have joined criminal pangs g oy

Weapons and Other Resources

Gangs in recent months have had access to more and
better weapons than ever before. According to the
Soviet media, police officers have confiscated the
following types of weapons from criminal groups;
handguns, automatic pistols, pistols with silencers,
rifles, ammunition, explosives (including TNT), tear
gas, howitzers, antitank grenades, grenade launchers,
and light machineguns (sce figure 1 on page 5). Gangs
reportedly have little difficulty obtaining these and
other sophisticated equipment they need for their
criminal operations, such as helicopters, Western lim-
ousines, car phones, scrambler phones, portable army
radio sets, Japanese VCRs, and military flak jackets. A

In many instances, gangs steal this equipment, The
Soviet press has reported numerous thefts from pri-
vate individuals and cooperatives, heists from military.
armorics, gnd violent attacks on militia or military
troopers most of the weapons
available to gangsters come from the military. Interi-
or Ministry officials in several republics have warned
about the need to beef up security around armories to
prevent assaults ‘reported a 50-percent
increase in the theft of weapons and munitions in
1989 over 1988. Gangs also resort to less violent ways
to obtain weapons—for example, smuggling from '
Afghanistan, bribing military personnel, and making
purchases on the thriving black market with funds
extorted from cooperatives

Types of Activities
Orzanizedgmupsenzagcinawidcrangeofcﬁminal
activities, but concentrate on economic crimes like
extortion and embezzlement. Most crimes are directed
against cooperatives or enterprises in the state econo-
my, butthcrcmalsomanyburzlariaandvio!ent
crimes against individuals. Drug trafficking. sambling,
and prostitution appear to be less prevalent

Crimes Against Cooperatives. Cooperatives—the
small private businesses legalized under Gorbachev—
have become a favorite target of organized criminals,
especially extortionists. Gangsters view cooperatives




Geographic Di:tribution af Organized Crime

c = crim-

inai groups operate " ‘virtuaily every repuouc and

oblast capltal. Soviet statistics and anecdotal infor-

mation suggest that organized crime has spread to
every region of the USSR:

e In the Russian heartland, population centers
ranging from small towns to major cities are being
terrorized by criminal gangs. The Soviets claim
that criminal groups involved in’theft or extortion
have been broken up in Moscow, Kalinin,
Ul’yanovsk, Tula, Tambov, Khabarovsk, and
elsewhere.

The non-Russian Slavic republics represent another
hotbed of organized crime. A massive scheme in-
volving the suborning of hundreds of Ukrainian
efficials—many of them high ranking—to support
an underground textlle operation was uncovered in
1989 in Khar'kov.

crime has jumped markedly in Vitebsk, Minsk, and
other cities and is “assuming an increasingly orga-
nized and professional character.”

* Organized crime has a long hkistory in the Cauca-
sus. During the Brezhnev era, according to press
claims, major clan-based criminal assoclations in -
Armenia and Azerbalfan allowed criminals to take
over narcotics operations as well as many legiti-
mate sectors of the economy. Soviet officials have
claimed that operations by corrupt clans and
“smooth black-economy operators” account for 40
percent of Azerbaifan's income. Officials make
similar statements about the Central Asian repub-
lics as well, particularly Uzbekistan.

Organized crime has also made inroads in the
Baltic states [

¥ :sald in December .
1989, “There have probably never been as many -
crimes, partlcularly organized, committed in Lithu--
ania as now.” The :
reported a “peasant mafia” that had been caught
terrorizing the heads of farm enterprises. Other
reports suggest that organized gangs are also active
in Estonia and Latvia

as vulnerable because they often have difficulty
obtaining supplies and raw materials, yet they gener-
ate large amounts of cash. The MVD claims that
mobsters extort millions of rubles in cash and goods
from co-ops and has intimated that criminals attacked
cooperatives or their workers four times more fre-
quently in 1989 than in the previous year

Organized gaags have concentrated on cooperative
restaurants and cafes C : ‘
_Jall C0-0p restau-
rants operating without any visible tharassment are
making payoffs to criminals. z __J
shakedowns render from 2,000 to 50 ,000 rubles,

probably on an annual basis. Criminals who have not
gotten what they want have destroyed property;
inflicted bodily harm; threatened to kill, maim, or
kidnap the relatives of their targets; and blown up
resisting enterprises

Antipathy toward cooperatives on the part of many .
officials and much of the public increases the vulnera-
bility of co-ops. Many police and local government -
authorities are alrcady ambivalent about the coopera- .
tive movement or are in cahoots with local crime . ‘
bosses. According to the Western press, only one-ﬁfth'

of the perpetrators of crimes against co-ops are B
caught. Cooperative owners cannot count on support
from the public, much of which objects to their high .-
(in the public’s view, exorbitant) prices. (At the same .
time, attacks by criminals have not slowed the growth
of the ‘cooperative sector. According to Soviet figures,

the number of co-ops grew from roughly 14,000 in '

v January 1988 to 210,500 in January 1990.

Legitimate cooperatives have also become popular
investments for underworld figures, helping them to
launder the cash they get from other activities such as
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Figure 1. Weapons confiscated from organizea
crime gangs in Togllatt! reflect a growing willing-
ness by Soviet gang.ters natlonwide 1o resort to
violence "

—J

drug trafficking and prostitution. Government offi-
cials have claimed that up to 75 percent of all
cooperatives-are involved in racketeering. Some co-ops
have, in effect, become fronts for crime groups

Robberies, Thefts, and Burglaries. The MVD claims
to have confiscated 350 million rubles® worth of
valuables and cash from crime bosses between 1986
and 1988. Foreigners visiting the USSR have become
a prime target of crimes.threatening personal injury.
For example, a large gang in Kiev headed by a former
boxer reportedly specializes in mu ging foreigners for
their cash, jewelry, and cameras C

J gangs have made arrangements with Moscow

 my,
' enforcement officials uncovered more than 1°million

taking, and speculation. Moreover,

- based

taxi drivers to attack and rob vulnerable Western
visitors and quvict and Western diplomats.-

Ordinary Soviet citizens, particularly tourists in popu-
lar resorts such as Yalta, also number among the
many mugging victims. One paper claims that some
gangs engage in murder with robbery as their sole
motive. Gangs have also reportedly intercepted bus-
loads of departing ethnic German emigres to rob
them—with the local militia taking no action against

the perpetrators. -

Crimes Against State Property, The severe and grow-
ing shortages of consumer goods in the state sector
offer plentiful opportunities for profiteers. According
to the Soviet press, goods are increasingly being
stolén, misappropriated, or bought up at low state
prices and resold to the public at a tremendous profit.
Soviet officials call these activitics the shadow econo-
rom 1987 to 1989 law

economic crimes, including large-scale thefts, bribe

jup to 95
percent of bribery and embezziement cases go unde-
tected. Such crimes have become particularly wide-
spread in the food-prooessi_ng sectot

The illegal sale of government property is one of the
hardest organized crimes to root out because it is
on widespread and serious shortages and is
committed by factory personnel and government offi-
cials who have an intimate knowledge of the trading
network. The MVD claims that gangs can easily
commit large-scale embezzlement of state r
because many gang members and bosses are actually
employed as factorv directors, managers, or auditors.
'nf:}embezzle-

ment of state property—including raw materials such
as copper and iron ore, raw leather, and textiles—is a
good source of income for criminal gangs. These
products are in high demand by cooperatives, which
readily purchase the materials from the gangs.

“, N




Drugs and Other Activities. Organized crime groups
are involved to some degree in drug trafficking, and,
while they appear to be somewhat less interested in
gambling and prostitution, they are making inroads in
these arcas as well,

The Soviet drug-using population—though a fraction
of that in many Western countries—is an already
significant and developing market that Soviet orga-
aized crime has moved to supply.® There is no single
nationwide drug syndicate, but a large number of
gangs, often consisting of some 20 to 40 members
“(rather large by Soviet standards), arc engaged in
drug trafficking. The groups handle all phases of the
operation, from production through street-level distri-
bution, and cover a broad geographic area. For exam-
ple, drugs procured by gangs in Tashkent may be
shipped out through distribution networks extending
to Moscow, Leningrad, and other cities in the western
part of the country. In early 1990 Krasnaya zvezda
described an elaborate drug-smuggling operation in-
volving wholesale dealers and fences, an opium-pro-
cessing factory, accomplices in various Soviet cities,
and servicemen-who crossed the border with Afghani-
stan on official business and acted as drug couriers.

Soviet law enforcement officials claim to have made
some progress against drug trafficking with several
much-publicized raids, but their e¢fforts have hardly
put & dent in the problem. The MVD and local
militias arc hampered by a lack of sufficient training,
cquipment, and manpower—and by rampant corrup-
tion. (— v

J-drug-dealers in Soviet ‘Central Asia Sometimes
offer bribes of more than 300,000 rubles to local
officials to keep policemen looking the other way
-when drug shipments arrive,

Organized criminal groups have also become involved
with bootlegging. Gorbachev's 1985 antialcohol cam-
paign shifted the alcohol industry to largely private

hands and generated large amounts of cash, which, in

* Although Soviet officials publicly admit to between 120,000 and
140,000 drug users, a reputable Western scholar claims that the
real numbser is closer to 900,000

]

turn, attracted the interest of criminal gangs. While =
‘moonshiners in the early 1980s were primarily rural
women who relied on a few regular customers to
supplement their meager pensions, they have now
been largely displaced by organized criminals in their
late 20s and carly 30s who have adopted a more -
commercial approach. The Soviet press claims that
bootleggers arrested in recent months have dealt in
sales of alcohol worth hundreds of thousands of
rubles. ‘ ‘

Judging from the level of attention the Soviet press”
devotes to various kinds of organized crime, while
gambling, smuggling, counterfeiting, and prostitution
are becoming more important, they are still relatively
minor as compared with extortion, embezziement, and -
other economic crimes. The press confirms, however,
that crime bosses have made a strong push into these
areas, levying tribute on gamblers, prostitutes, drug
pushers, and common pickpockets.

International Links

Most obscrvers believe that criminal groups in the
USSR have rather modest links to criminal -groups
outside the country—at least as compared with the
international links maintained by Western criminals.
Nonctheless, Soviet criminals are increasingly estab-
lishing ties to foreign groups or individuals, cither to
obtain goods (for example, Western computers) to
supply their domestic customers or as a sales outlet

for their contraband (for example, Soviet icons) {_

Criminals can maintain links to the outside more
casily than before because the Gorbachey regime has
loosened the barriers that previous regimes crected to




scparate Soviet society from the West.¢ Soviet crimi-
nals, like those in the West, now use the telephone and
the postal system for contacting their suppliers
abroad. The greater freedom of Soviet citizens and
firms to establish overseas commercial links has given
additional impetus to organized crime as well as
legitimate business concerns. Gangs have started to
pencetrate joint business ventures established by West-
ern firms, according to Bakatin

Smuggling and foreign currency operations are appar-
ently the major international activities in which Soviet
criminal groups engage. KGB chief Viadimir Kryuch-
kov has cited a rapid expansion of such schemes,
claiming that customs inspectors detained tens of
thousands of smugglers in- 1990, a large share of
whom were prcsum(-vbly members of gangs. ;
\
Soviet criminal groups also look to foreign countries
as a source of illegal drugs. Kryuchkov has publicly
complained about a sharp increase in drug smuggling
into the USSR, and the KGB chief in Turkmeniya
has referred to a “green triangle” on the border of
Afghanistan, the USSR, and Iran. On the other hand,
zonly 4 percent of
Soviet drugs come from foreign sources—with the rest
coming primarily from the southern Soviet republics.

Political Impact of Organized Crime

Organized crime has had a generally corrosive effect
on the Soviet system, population, and regime. Most
directly, it has increased corruption significantly in
the middle and lower ranks of the government bu-

reaucracy. oarticularly among economic and police
officials

Popular frustration over crime in general and gang
violence in particular has fostered a souring of the
public mood, adding to frustration and cynicism about
cconomic change. This frustration has helped height-
en public doubts about the cfficacy .of government

¢l

!
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Figure 2. Among the items gangsters smuggle
across the Soviet border are arms, fewelry, and
Joreign currency—including US dollars and Ger-
man deutsche marks.

institutions; top leaders are widely blamed for their
inability to stem organized crime. Finally, to the
extent that criminal gangs have fomented cthnic
unrest (a point over which Soviet experts disagree), the
issue of organized crime adds to the fissiparous forces
already rampant in the USSR , i

- Midlevel Corruption

Soviet gangs have moved in quickly to take advantage
of rampant shortages and other problems stemming
from the collapse of the centrally planned economy.




Organized ¢rime has been able to establish much -
more extensive links to state and party Icaders and =
law enforcement personnel since early 1989. .

; ) "] up to half of all gangs caught
oy the police have wuriea to corrupt—or have succeeded
in corrupting—a public official, at lcast at some level,
and ~ " ] some groups have special

funds to bribe high-ranking MVD officials. The pro-
curator’s office estimates that two-thirds of the under-
world's loot goes to bribe officials, and a Soviet press
article claims that crime bosses can offer bribes
ranging from 300,000 to 1 million rubles.”

In most cases, the officials involved are midlevel or
low level. In fact, gangs seem to concentrate on
suborning factory managers who can provide the
goods they require and municipal government and
party officials who can protect their criminal opera-
tions from law enforcement. One scheme broken up in
carly 1989 in the western Ukraine involved the secret
manufacture of massive amounts of high-quality
clothing by a network of underground workshops. The
gang gave large bribes to about 250 sales, auditing,
and other officials in the Ukrainian gévernment—
including more than a dozen law cnforcement officials
and a senior MVD investigator—to buy long-term
protection for itself
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Increased underworld activity also discredits other
government institutions. The MVD’s open admissions
that many police officers receive bribes to protect
crime bosses no doubt worsen its already poor reputa-
tion in the public cye. Long speeches by legislators
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Comparing the Level of Fear

The Soviet public probably has a greater fear of
organized crime than do citizens of most other coun-
tries. Although the chances of JSalling victim to crime
may be less {n the USSR than elsewhere {for exam-
ple. Jlaims that the Soviet murder rate is
one-thira the American rate), the drumbeat of public-
ity about the Soviet “mafia” has raised the level of
public concern and fear constderably. Recent Soviet
articles stress that witnesses and victims of organized
crime are often petrified and refuse to te:t(/jv.rﬁ £
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percent of Soviet youths and 67 perceni af workers

sald they would not intervene {f they witnessed a )

crime. One paper noted, “Nothing will induce a
customer or restaurant worker to act as a witness. . . .
The militiaman spends a long time trying to persuade
some customer [to testify/. . .. Even the victims will
Just shrug.” Offictal assurances that citizens being
pressured by extortionists should seek KGB or MVD
protection have apparently done nothing to alleviate
public fears. In early 1990 the MVD proposed steeper
bpenalties for the use of intimidation tactic: "%

against escalating organized crime—and their inabil-
ity to reverse the problem—have undoubtedly contrib-
uted to the public’s low esteem for the Supreme Soviet
and Congress of People's Deputies as well. In late
1989, upon hearing a lengthy report by then Initerior
Minister Bakatin, the Congress of People’s Deputies
passed a law that did little more than make exhorta-

tory declarations urging the MVD and other agencies

to take harsher measures

Stimulating Opposition to Political Reform
Antireform political form—mnicularly traditional-
ist leaders in the Russian and Soviet Communist
Parties—have latched onto the issuc of organized
crime to help them attack reform proponents. Activ-
ists representing blue-collar workers, some at the
instigation of embattled party stalwarts who oppose
Gorbachev's reforms and the general course of the
country, charge that Gorbachev has sold out to the
mafia. They use the cmergence of organized crime to
underscore the breakdown of authority and decline in

law and order that they blame on the reforms. For
tactical reasons, traditionalist groups make littlc dis-
tinction between organized crime and the risc of
crime gencrally; they do not, for example, distinguish
between organized crime, on the one hand, and petty
criminals, black-marketeers, corrupt party officials,

.

and the shadow economy, on the other Ty,

Organizations such as the United Workers' Front and
some Russian nationalist groups stridently attack
“mafia bigwigs.” These groups claim that corrupt
officials, black-marketeers, and cooperatives are
diverting goods from the cheap state sector, cariching
themselves, spreading crime, and trying to reinstate
capitalism. Such groups demand an ead to coopera-
tives and coonomic marketization and the expropria-
tion of billions of rubles from “shadow-economy
opcrators.” Traditionalists have also accused West-
emnizing reformers in the parliament of allying them-
selves with the mafia and the shadow cconomy =

Contributing to Ethnic Violeace

Organized criminal gangs have not been the primary
force behind ethnic unrest, but they have played some
role and are widely seen by Soviet citizens as major
players in the increase in violence. Organized crime's
hand seems to have been limited primarily to selling
weapons and profiting from shortages of goods during
outbreaks of cthnic strife. Some Soviet citizens believe
organized crime actually sparked the violence because
they confuse organized gangs with the small, unorga-
nized ones engaged in profitecring R

Sovict and Western academics agree that cthnic
unrest in the Caucasus and Central Asia is ductoa
complex interplay of factors—social, historical, reli-
gious, economic, and demographic. Beginning in
1989, Gorbachev and other senior officials added the
mafia factor to the equation, charging that organized
crime helped stir up the wave of cthnic violence in the
southern Soviet republics. Officials and journalists
have laid out two hypotheses:

¢ Corrupt political leaders with links to orzanizod
crime sparked the violence when they realized they
were about to be investigated and sacked. Under

s e A e s A RN VR L e e, n . L

h




this scenario, republic officials and nationalist
forces were the main instigators, and local criminal
gangs with a parallel interest in cthnic unrest played
a subsidiary role.

® Organized crime figures heavily involved with the
shadow cconomy stirred up ethnic tension on their
own as a diversion to protect themselves and safe-
guard their ill-gotten mercenary gains from the
police and any polxtxcal leaders trymg to end their
criminal activities. ~~

Despite Sovict claims emphasizing both possibilities;
criminal gangs almost certainly played only a subsid-
iary role in the various outbreaks of violence. Soviet

officials emphasized the first hypothesis in the after-

math of the Fergana Valley and Osh disturbances of
1989-90, stressing that corrupt, mafia-linked leaders

provoked violence to avoid being sacked C

MYVD and other officials, on the other hand, claim
that gangs have instigated unrest on their own. The
editor of Pravda has claimed that organized crimi-
nals and shadow cconomy operators carefully
planned and orzamzod mtrrcthmc discord in Baku in
January 1989 and in Fcrgina Uzbekistan, in June .
1989 because they knew they would be identified and
attacked under peaceful conditions.[” ] has also
claimed that “black-economy dealers™ have financed
acts of violence in the Caucasus and supplicd “po-
grom makers” with drugs and weapons. The KGB
has even made arrests, apparently to demonstrate
organized crime's involvement in ethnic violence; for
example, it arrested “a well-known godfather” in
late 1989 for allegedly helping to organize mobs in
Fergana

Despite self-scrving claims from law enforcement
authoritics, organized crime figures almost certainly
do not see their interests as coinciding exactly with
the nationalists’. Criminal gangs usually seem to take
advantage of conflicts that already exist, rather than
causing or even promoting them

Impact on Economic Debate ,
In the course of the debate over how fast to introduce _
market reforms, orthodox political activists and party
leaders have shifted the public debate on privatization
by denouncing aileged criminal “infestation™ of co-
operatives and other parts of the shadow economy.
Having latched onto the mafia issue with gusto,
traditionalists have put advocates of privatization on -
the defensive and caused some in the leadership to
argue for a slowing down of economic reform

Although cooperatives are often victims of organized
crime, rightwing groups accuse co-ops of using brib-
cry and extortion to get municipal licenses, raw
materials, and access to marketplaces. Criminally
controlled co-ops arc also said to engineer artificial

shortages of goods and to engage in price gouging in
)

order to maximize criminals’ profits—{or cxample,
the tobacco and bread shortages in Moscow during
the late summer of 1990

The perception (and, to some degree, reality) of
organized gangs’ growing influence among coopera-
tives has also encouraged the official government
trade union and the United Workers® Front to take
the offensive against cconomic reform. These groups,
publicly blaming Gorbachev for creating a class of
multimillionaires; have advanced some proposals to
control organized crime’s involvement with retail
trade—including imposing high rates of income tax-
ation and introducing a steeply progressive inheri-
tance tax. Another one of their proposals calls for the
compulsory (and confiscatory) exchange of currency
for new ruble notes—beyond the cxchange of 50- and
100-ruble notes mandated in January 1991. Those =
trying to exchange more than a certain limit (10,000
or 15,000 rubles) would be forced to show that the
excess was obtained legally

The Regime’s Sputtering Attempts To Cope .
As members of the leadership began to acknowledge

the problem of organized crime more openly in 1989
and 1990, their ability to marshal the Communist
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Party’s and government’s resources against criminals
declined dramatically. Until the creation-of the Presi-
dential Council and the weakening of the Politburo,
former KGB chief Viktor Chebrikov apparently su-
pervised the anticrime fight. The party’s authority in
this area apparently ended when Article 6, which
legitimized the CPSU's leading role in Soviet society,
was excised from the Soviet Constitution in carly
1990, and " 7] has publicly stated that the CPSU
Central Committee no longer supervises the nation’s
law enforcement organs

————

Senior officials scem better at handwringing, howev-
er, than at finding effective solutions. The official
response to organized crime has relied as much on
symbolism as it has on substance. Efforts to beef up
and centralize law enforcement have failed to put a
dent in the problem, and bureaucratic rivalry has
seriously undermined regime countermeasures

The MVD’s Inadequate Response
The MVD has undertaken a major effort to try to
cope with increased organized crime activity. In Octo-
ber 1989 the MVD announced the creation of a new
section in the MVD—the Sixth Directorate—to bat-
tle the Soviet underworld. Analogous units were
established on the local level to conduct ioint opera-
tions with the KGB. MVD officials told [~ .
43 that 2,400
ministry personnel work in some capacity against
organized crime.
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The MVD has been lobbying for even more resources
for almost two years. In late 1989 the MVD ar-
nounced that 5,000 more investigators would be add-
ed to fight street and organized crime, including
cmbezziement and the extortion of cooperatives, and
in 1990 it received an unprecedented 14-percent ,
increase in funding to fight crime. The MVD has also
begun a 500-million-ruble program to provide the
police with automobiles, helicopters, and other crime-
fighting equipment. "~ .

Despite generous funding and organizational changes,
the MVD has not been able to stem organized crime
because of its own rampant corruption—the result of
abysmally low pay that makes police officers highly
susceptible to bribes from criminals. [ ) has -
admitted the “total collapse” of the struggle against ~ -
corruption in the MVD. He has said that 3,050 MVD -
employees were punished for “official misdemeanors™
in the first half of 1990 and that 1989 saw a 21-
percent increase over 1988 in the number of MVD
staffers taking bribes. L’: -

~ TJr15 percent of all policemen have been fired
for corruption since Brezhnev's death in 1982.C

_jthat, until the problem of MVD corrup-

tion is solved, it will be hard to even assess how the
fight against organized crime is proceeding. —

Among other problems that hinder the police, under-
staffing and outdated equipment rank high. Even in
Moscow and Leningrad, the police drive under- -
powered Soviet-made Ladas and receive rations of N
only 80 gallons of gas a month, while gangs drive
large imported cars, sometimes equipped with police-
band radios (sce figure 3). Oftentimes, gangsters can
simply outgun the police. Dwindling recruitment of
new officers, an exodus of experienced personnel, and
the stress of dealing with escalating social unrest have
lowered morale as well
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than local police

The KGB Enters the Fray with the corruption-ridden MVD) and its superior '
Until fairly recently, the on-the-ground battle against technical resources to fight sophisticated gangs. The
organized crime—to the extent one existed—was lmdershlp also wanted to bolster the KGB's public
centralized in the MVD. The regime authorized the image, which has plunged in the face of withering

KGB's entry into the picture in the fall of 1989 media attacks allowed under glasnost

because of its greater professionalism (as compared
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The Debate Over Legal Rights

Rapidly growing organized crime has triggered a
sharp debate between police officials, who are
demanding more forceful measures to deal with of-
fenders, and reform-minded legal scholars and legisla-
tors, who are concerned that new police powers not
undermine efforts to create a law-based state. Police

. authorities have denounced courtroom indulgence
toward criminals, implying it is one of the main
reasons organized crime is flourishing, and proposed
tougher sanctions on gangsters. Soviet legislators,
however, have been wary of MVD proposals that they
think are likely to encroach on the presumption of

~

innocence during trials. H

MYVD officials have proposed stiffer penalties for gang
leaders—ranging from capital punishment to long
terms in penal colonies in remote areas of the country.
Frustrated that “mafiosos” can elude prosecution
because they plan rather than execute criminal acts,
the MVD has also proposed criminalizing the acts of
creating, leading, and belonging to a criminal band.
Thesc proposals remain under debate. In June 1990
the Supreme Soviet—after a yearlong debate—passed
a law proposed by the MVYD allowing wiretaps, video
and sound tapes, and photographs into court evidence.
According to the law, telephones can be tapped with
the approval of the prosecutor or under a court ruling.

Soviet parliamentarians initially reacted angrily to =
the bill whea it was proposed by the MVD in 1989.
According to one of the early drafts, wiretap approval
could be granted automatically upon a prosecutor's
request. Despite MVD complaints that the inadmissi-
bility of wiretap cvidence hobbled investigators and
prosccutors, reformers argued that only courts—not
prosecutors—should have the right to approve wire-
taps. One law reformer argued that Bakatin's pro-
posed bill failed to define the “grave crimes” that
could trigger MVD wiretaps and was replete with
vaguc and subjective phrases like “when sufficient
grounds exist for assuming™ a crime would be com-
mitted. The deteriorating crime situation, however,
apparently encouragéd legislators to pass the MVD

Pty

bill over rcformﬁst objections

Legal reformers have also criticized two other innova-
tions proposed by Bakatin to fight organized crime.
The first, “workers’ public order detachments” (ab-
breviated ROSM in Russian), reccived official bless-
ing in an August 1989 Supreme Soviet decree.
ROSMs enlist factory workers, who continue on the
factory payroll, to act as deputized police officers; .
they apparently have the primary goal of fighting
organized crime. By mid-1989, ROSMs were in oper-

ation in the Ukraine, Kazakhstan, Moldova,’ Krasno- - -

dar Kray, and 15 oblasts. The detachments have come
under attack by liberal Soviet legal scholars because -
their members lack true police experience or legal -
education; ROSMs also have the potential for being
misused against peaceful demonstrators. RN

The second disputed innovation is provisional commit- =

tees to fight crime, which were created in 1989 at the
national, republic, kray, and oblast levels. At the local
leve], they consist of each region's chief prosecutor, -

judge, and militia official, and they are headed by the -

chairman of the local executive committee (ispolkom).
In the fall of 1989 the chief of the MVD Administra-
tion for Fighting Organized Crime called on these
committees to coordinate the activities of local law

" In June 1990 the Moldavian SSR changed its name to SSR
Moldova.
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enforcement agencies. Legal reformers argue that the
committees violate the scparation-of-powers principle
because they unite the prosecutor, judge, and militia
chief in a single body. They also point out that the
committee’s most aggressive members (usually the
MYVD representatives) have free rein to come up with
crime-fighting measures because the ispolkom chair-
men are generally too busy to keep tabs on and
delegate authority to these members. They argue that
the committees, in effect, subordinate judges to MVD
officials and subvert judicial independence

Enlisting Western Support

Soviet officials have embarked on a fierry of activity
to enlist Western help against organized crime, openly
admitting that they need Western technology and
crime-fighting models to cope with Soviet gangs:

* MVD lecaders have told I_

,-7 that they leaned heavily on US examples
while drafting their own bills against organized
crime. They said they particularly admire the uUs
witness protection program and the Racketeer-In-
fluenced and Corrupt Organizations Act (RICO), a
US statute th=t makes it easier for the federal
government to'scize mob property.

TthVDhastalkedwithpolice.inwrnalaﬁ'airs.or
justice officials from the Uhnited States, Great Britain,
Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium, France, Canada,
Germany, Austria, and Switzerland. Last April, Italy
wasthcﬁrsthernoountrytoagmetoooopemtc
with the MVD specifically én organized crime,

* Soviet customs officials have reccived training in
interczpting contraband from the US Customs Ser-
vice, and Moscow signed an agreement with the US
Justice Department on exchanging information on -
organized crime and drug trafficking. Soviet customs
officials have cooperated with several other Western
countries in joint drug-interception operations.

In September 1990 the USSR joined Interpol, the
international police organization, after many
months of discussions. In interviews about the bene-
fits to Moscow of Interpol membership£ J has
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emphasized the organization’s technical cxpertise,
particularly its computer data base on internationgl
iminals - .

Soviet officials periodically propose establishing for-
mal ties to the US Intelligence Community to combat
drug trafficking and oruniu_d crime.

In 1990, the USSR also signed cooperation agree~
ments with Czechoslovakia, the former East Germa-

ny; and probably other East European stateson. -~ - _
fighting organized crime. Bven with the fall of Com- -
munism in Eastern Europe, some of these agreements -
may continue in force because the new governments. <
put considerable stock in fighting transnational prob-
lems that transcend ideol ,» and thus would proba-

bly be willing to help Moscow combat organized

crime. Continued cooperation with the East Europe-

ans, however, could allow Moscow to reestablish any
relationships with intelligence assets that have ceased.
The KGB would probably use Soviet membership in

_Interpol to seek out pew intelligence assets'in t.hat

organization as wel’

Prospects

As Sovict officials themselves readily admit, the

results of the fight against organized crime, begun in
earnest in 1989, have been paltry. An MVD %ﬁ_icial
hassaid,“Sofarwcarclosingourﬁzhtaaain‘st
organized crime. We are lagging behind by some 15

to 20 years.” In late 1989, Bakatin acknowledged the - -
militia’s “unsatisfactory” performance in the struggle. _

It is virtually certain that the fundamental problems
feeding organized crime will grow. For example, the
economic slide that will probably coatinue over the




near term will be strongly conducive to a worsening of
organized crime. Although some Soviet citizens may
be going too far in suggesting that criminal groups
caused food, tobacco, and alcohol shortages in the
summer of 1990, criminals will continue to take
advantage of the growing shortages. Furthermore,
national and municipal leaders unsympathetic to

cooperatives will not protect those threatened by
racketeers.

Chronic problems in Soviet law enforcement—partic-

ularly corruption and the MVD's serious personnel

shortage—will take years to remedy, at best.

criminals have even

infiltrated the MVD’s relauvely new Sixth Director-

ate. The Procuracy has been hit by corruption as well,

according to press reports.
po -

¥
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The penctration by organized crime of the middle and
lower levels of the Soviet party and Government also
bodes ill for the success of the campaign against
organized crimé. Because soores of corrupt Commu-
nist Party officials protect organized criminals, it will
be difficult to eliminate the problem by simply putting
more criminals behind bars. New gangs will take their
place and continue to suborn party and government
officials. In 1989

Jlamcntod that he had

encountered “strong opposition” when he told several

regional leaders that they had a problem with orga-
nized crim¢ )

Social trends of recent years also seem likely to
encourage the growth of organized crime. Criminals
have become more brazen—a reflection of the dimi-
" nution of social controls and respect for authority that
have accelerated under democratization and the
- greater freedom of expression allowed in Soviet 80ci-
ety. Other ingrained social problems—such as youth
alienation, alcoholism, and drug abuse—will also
indirectly contribute to the growth of criminal gangs.

The large number of youthful offenders suggests there

will be a plentiful recruiting pool for crime leaders.to
tap in the future ' '

On the other hand, some trends that have cmerged
under Gorbachev could cacourage more cffective law
enforcement against organized crime, even if it-docs
grow. As the forces of law and order devote less time
to the repressive functions they emphasized under
Brezhnev, crime prevention could benefit. For exam-
ple, local police and KGB forces seem to be spending
less time openly harassing dissideats and peaceful
demonstrators (although some groups still seem to be
-targeted). A new law on the press could encourage -
authoritics to spend less time policing unofficial jour-
nalists and unlicensed printing presses. The abolition
of the internal passport system—an increasingly likely -
prospect-—could also allow a shift of resources from
“unproductive” activities toward the fight against
organized gangs. MVD officials have complained to
the Sovict press that they could spend more time
fighting crime if they were not burdened with tasks
unrelated to crime fighting. Furthermore, even with
rampant corruption, the MVD could become more
cffective against organized crime when it starts using
the hundreds of millions of rubles’ worth of new
equipment now on order = ’

The devolution of power from the center to the
republics will probably have a dramatic but mixed
impact on the fight against organized crime. In

August 1990, Bakatin gave regional and Jocal internal
afairs units considerable autonomy, including the . .
right to set up their own militias.* This decision set off -
a process of splintering by the various republic MVD =
organizations from the center:

« Bakatin signed an agreement with Estonia, giving it
complete administrative authority over its own law
enforcement organizations and replacing the Mos-
cow-associated Estonian MVD, KGB, and militia
units with three locally controlled bodies.

* Kryuchkov, in contrast, has done littic to allow a deceatralization
of KGB authority to the republics, altbough many of the republics

are trylng on their own inltiative to assert control over their own
KGB:




* Similar agreements are being negotiated in Lithua-
nia and Latvia, and Yel'tsin's forces in the RSFSR
show every sign of following Estonia’s lead.

» Gorbachev issued a decree in September 1990 that
ordered the armed forces, the KGB, and the MVD
to come up with plans to reform their internal
political structures within 90 days.

Given the MYD's key role in fighting organized
crime, Bakatin's devolution of power to the periphery
is likely to be felt quickly. On the one hand, it
suggests a weakening of law enforcement capabilities
because it would cut off republic police agencies from
resources (investigators, computers, and so on) that
are more pleatiful on an all-union basis. KGB and
MYVD officials have publicly argued that severing the
connections between their respective headquarters
and the republic organizations will gut the fight
against organized crime. Immediately after replacing
Bakatin as Interior Minister, Pugo indicated in public
interviews that he would not let the fragmentation of
the USSR impede the MVD's ability to counter
organized crime on a national basis

On the othcr hand, a devolution of power could make
the KGB and MVD republic units more professional
and cffective as crime-fighting organizations.
Authorities on the local level are presumably more
familiar with the causes and types of crime in their
arcas and better able to infiltrate criminal groups.
Moreover, the splintering of the various republic
MYVD organizations and the decision to remove party
control organs from the MVD will not necessarily
weaken interregional cooperation among law enforce-
ment agencies. In Lithuania, for example, the Sajudis

parliamentarian who heads the republic’s new intelli-

gence service told a German paper that the one area
in which his agency will continue to cooperate with
the national-level KGB will be organized crime <
The underworld is likely to grow in the USSR over
the next few years under almost every imaginable
scenario—regardless of whether Gorbachev remains
in power or is replaced or whether the republics
achicve full independence or are tied to cach other in
a confederation. The growth of the Soviet underworld
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is occurring at the same time the country is undergo- -
ing revolutions in its economy, political system, and -
socicty. More rapid movement toward a market econ-
omy would eventually help to reduce the level of -
organized crime, but shortages of goods will surcly
persist, even if Gorbachev is able to achieve his most
optimistic economic plans. The more likely prospoct is ¢
that the economy will continue a long process of -
painful transition and mismanagement. Given Gorba-
chev’s emphasis on stability and reluctance to move as
fast on economic reform as some of his advisers would
like, we assume the trauma of economic decline will
coatinue to provide criminal gangs with countless
opportunitics in the future h

Regardless of whether the USSR splinters apart
rapidly or the center manages to retard the rate at
which it loses power to the periphery, the prospects for
climinating organized crime in the various republics
appear dim. At the same time, regional differences
will strongly affect the struggle against the under-
world A .

The most optimistic scenario would probably put
organized crime out of business only in small, vibrant
republics like Lithuania and its. Baltic neighbors,
which enjoy greater social and economic cohesion

than other parts of the USSR. But even these areas -
could succeed only if they recovered enough to clmu- -
nate the coonomic and social problems that spawned
organized crime in the first place -

In the RSFSR and othcr Slavic republics, substantial
levels of underworld activity will probably continue,
regardless of the shape of the future Sovict staté: If the
republics in Central Asia and the Caucasus were to
gain independence, they would probably be unable to
muster as many law enforcement resources against
organized gangs as they receive now with the help of

= ceatral Soviet authorities. The persistence of clan-

based corruption and violent crime in these areas
suggests that the problem could very well escalate. In
the eveat that social unrest deteriorates into civil war—
cither nationwide or over large parts of the country—
criminals in organized gangs will have a pronitious
climate in which to expand their activities




