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  Foreword




  This is a modern horror story about a ruthless regime using its own people like rats in an experiment. Told in very personal style by a campaigning Member of the European

  Parliament, the appalling legacy of what was Stalin’s Soviet Union is spelt out in graphic terms. It makes for uncomfortable but compelling reading.




  At one of my early meetings as NATO Secretary General with the then new President Putin, he expressed his concern with the proliferation of nuclear and other lethal material. He was candid about

  his country’s record. ‘Many things happened as the Soviet Union broke up. We are still not able to say how much technology and material escaped or was sold.’ He saw proliferation

  as a key subject for NATO/Russia cooperation, and so did we.




  The fact that the Soviet Union had huge capabilities in the nuclear, chemical and biological warfare field was never a secret. Indeed it was one of their boasts. What was unappreciated by

  everyone except a small Soviet elite was the brutal, merciless way in which Stalin had developed these capabilities using his own people and the land they lived on as a test-bed. Today the people

  of these lands still suffer the agonies left by a man completely careless of the humanity he abused.




  Anyone who flies over modern Kazakhstan, as I have done, is struck by the mysterious straight lines criss-crossing thousands of miles on the ground. The observer will also see the Aral Sea, once

  a mighty internal ocean, now reduced to a miserable puddle surrounded by the concentric circles measuring the retreat of the water. In this book the mystery is dispelled. The perpetrator was not

  nature, it was an evil tyrant who used the periphery of his empire as a gigantic cruel laboratory.




  Struan Stevenson not only takes us on a personal journey to explore and expose the scandal of Stalin’s war on the environment, but he usefully, and importantly tells us what needs to be

  done to avoid such outrages happening again.




  Rt Hon. Lord Robertson of Port Ellen




  KT GCMG HonFRSE PC




  Secretary General,




  North Atlantic Treaty Organisation 1999–2003




  





  Introduction




  An atomic lake, an imploded mountain, a disappearing sea, a top-secret biological weapons-testing site and hundreds of millions of tonnes of radioactive waste; contaminated

  food, deformed babies and widespread illness. Welcome to Central Asia, and some of the world’s greatest environmental disasters. As undisputed leader of the Soviet Union, Joseph

  Vissarionovich Stalin (18 December 1878 – 5 March 1953) introduced a policy of rapid industrialisation and the brutal collectivisation of agriculture that led to widespread famine and a

  catastrophic death toll. During the late 1930s, he launched the ‘Great Terror’, a campaign to purge the Communist Party of people accused of sabotage, terrorism or treachery. He

  extended it to the military and other sectors of Soviet society. In practice, the purges were indiscriminate; tens of thousands of innocent victims were executed, imprisoned in Gulag labour camps

  in Siberia and Central Asia or exiled. In the years which followed, millions of members of ethnic minorities were also deported. It is estimated that up to 60 million Soviet citizens lost their

  lives as a direct result of Stalin’s repressive reign, making him one of the greatest butchers in history.




  But Stalin not only waged war on his own people. He and some of his immediate successors regarded nature as an enemy that could be overcome by the might of Soviet technology and the brute force

  of slave labour. Stalin ordered vast networks of canals and irrigation channels to be dug by hand in an attempt to transform deserts into lush pastures. He built gigantic dams and reservoirs, and

  diverted the course of major rivers. He used his own citizens as human guinea pigs for nuclear tests, and he conducted top-secret biological weapons experiments on islands that had been cleared of

  all animal and insect life.




  The legacy of Stalin’s ill-considered environmental adventures has been devastating. In Central Asia, the Aral Sea has been virtually drained; toxic dust storms rage across the landscape;

  humans have been exposed to anthrax, typhus and other deadly bio-weapons; generations face illness and disease because of exposure to radiation; acute water shortages threaten regional conflict and

  the mass migration of environmental refugees. These are global issues with global consequences that may yet impact on all of us.




  Since being elected to the European Parliament representing Scotland back in 1999, I have travelled extensively in Central Asia. Having discovered the horrific legacy of Soviet nuclear tests in

  the Polygon of East Kazakhstan, I have returned there many times. I wrote a book, Crying Forever, about my experiences, the sales of which have raised money which Mercy Corps has distributed

  to children’s hospitals, cancer hospitals, village clinics and other important projects in the region.




  To show their appreciation, the Kazakhs have given me the Freedom of the City of Semipalatinsk, the main city of East Kazakhstan and the administrative centre of the nuclear-testing zone during

  Soviet times. I was the first and only foreigner ever to receive this honour; they also decorated me with various medals and honorary professorships and doctorates. In 2010, when Kazakhstan took

  over the rotating presidency of the Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), they invited me to become their ‘roving ambassador’ or personal representative of the

  chairman in office, with the special remit to draw up a report on the environment of the five Central Asian republics. My travels around Central Asia and the almost unimaginable environmental

  horror stories I uncovered, all arising from Stalin’s determination to conquer nature, are the subject of this book.
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  Central Asia




  Kazakhstan is home to more than 100 different ethnic groups and 45 religions, all of which live at peace with one another. Indeed the country’s leader, President

  Nursultan Nazarbayev, now promotes racial and religious harmony as one of Kazakhstan’s greatest achievements. Nazarbayev himself was born on a collective farm, to scarcely literate parents

  descended from nomads, in the foothills of the Tien Shan Mountains. He joined the Communist Party in 1962, and as a steelworker earned a reputation for energy and leadership. He soon became first

  secretary of the Young Communists in his steel plant and steadily rose through the ranks of the Party until he was appointed secretary of the Central Committee of the Kazakh Communist Party in

  1980. He became president of the newly independent republic after the collapse of the USSR.




  Over half the population is of Kazakh origin, and Russians comprise just over a quarter of the population, with smaller minorities of Uzbeks, Koreans and Chechens accounting for the rest. Since

  gaining independence following the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, Kazakhstan has become a model of stability and prosperity in the region.




  Kazakhstan is the ninth largest country in the world – bigger than Western Europe – but with a population of only 15.5 million people. It is rich in mineral resources and its oil

  reserves are said to be as big as those of Saudi Arabia, with exploitable deposits of coal, iron, lead, aluminium, zinc, uranium, silver and gold. Its landmass ranges from majestic mountains of

  Himalayan stature on the borders with Mongolia and China, to endless expanses of arid ‘steppe’, sparsely dotted by remote Kazakh villages. The country has more

  than 40,000 lakes, which are teeming with fish and home to immense flocks of flamingos. Its great rivers, like the Irtysh and the Ili, were once the watering places for the conquering hordes

  commanded by Genghis Khan.




  Since independence, Kazakhstan has propelled itself into the premier league of economic tigers in Central Asia with year-on-year growth in excess of 10 per cent, despite a momentary slowing of

  the economy during the world recession. The EU is Kazakhstan’s biggest trading partner, and the state is pursuing a strategy of advanced social, economic and political modernisation which is

  creating a positive environment for investors. Massive investment is going into new, secure oil and gas transit routes to the West, to ensure a steady supply of hydrocarbons to European

  consumers.




  Despite its rising prosperity, millions of people worldwide only know Kazakhstan from the antics of Borat, the hapless TV reporter played by Sacha Baron-Cohen, who claims to be from Kazakhstan.

  Many people in the West encountered Kazakhstan for the first time in this comedy blockbuster movie, although none of the film was actually shot in Central Asia. In fact, most of the movie was shot

  in Romania, where the abject poverty of Kazakh villagers is portrayed as playing a central role in Borat’s life story.




  Borat may have been filmed in Romania, but despite its burgeoning economic growth, poverty is still a real problem in parts of Kazakhstan, particularly the remote villages of the steppe,

  where many villagers complain that they have been forgotten. Not only do these formerly nomadic people have to live with the aftermath of Soviet-era nuclear testing and toxic waste dumping, but

  they also have to contend with common social problems like increasing drug addiction and a growing incidence of HIV/Aids.




  Elections in April 2011 handed a landslide victory to Nursultan Nazarbayev for a further seven-year term as president with more than 95 per cent of the vote. His grip on power was strengthened

  even further when parliament voted in 2007 to allow him to stay in office for an unlimited number of terms. Although he says he advocates democracy as a long-term goal, he

  warns that stability could be at risk if change is too swift. In 2010 the Majilis (the Kazakh parliament) agreed that there was no one capable of replacing Nazarbayev as president in the

  foreseeable future and passed a law requiring a referendum to be held that will enable him to remain in office until at least 2020. Nazarbayev wisely quashed this law, recognising that the

  ‘Arab Spring’ uprisings raging across the Middle East in 2011 often arose because rulers had clung to power for too many decades. He wishes to go down in history as the founding father

  of modern Kazakhstan and not as a ruler forced from power by a popular uprising. Nevertheless, his overwhelming victory in the 2011 presidential election will keep the 71-year-old in office until

  at least 2018.




  The president merged his Otan party with his daughter Dariga’s party, Asar, in July 2006. The move created a vast ruling coalition and was seen as consolidating the president’s

  power. Otan was subsequently renamed Nur-Otan in honour of President Nazarbayev, and Dariga, who had been widely tipped as a possible successor, was quietly sidelined. There are currently no

  opposition MPs in the country’s Majilis.




  I have met President Nazarbayev several times. In 2005, I led a team of election observers from the European Parliament to cover the presidential elections. I was summoned for a personal

  audience to the grand new marble edifice of the presidential palace in the Kazahk capital, Astana, designed by British architect Lord Foster of Thamesbank (Norman Foster). I told Nazarbayev that he

  was a popular leader of his country and that independent opinion polls conducted by the Americans showed that he would win the election with a handsome majority. But, I warned, if the majority was

  around 60 or 65 per cent, no one in the West would raise an eyebrow. If it was 90 or 95 per cent, people would think that there had been a swindle.




  The president roared with laughter. ‘I can’t help being popular,’ he said. He then launched into a lecture on the emergence of democracy in Kazakhstan, explaining that

  following the collapse of the USSR he was determined to bring a new parliamentary system to his country, but that in the entire history of Central Asia there had never been such a thing as

  democracy, only strong leaders that the people looked up to, such as Genghis Khan or Timur (Tamerlane). He said he had literally gathered his closest political friends and

  allies together and told them: ‘You, you and you will form the opposition and you, you and you will join me in the government. There were howls of protest from those I told to make up the

  opposition parties, but I had to explain to them that democracy cannot work without at least a two-party system and democratic elections.’




  On that occasion I took my team of around ten Euro MPs and officials to Astana, and we visited countless polling stations and spoke to opposition politicians and the media. The Kazakhs were very

  proud of the fact that they had bought and installed a new electronic voting system, which we saw in many polling stations. The big joke amongst Kazakhs was that these complex machines had been

  built in Belarus, and they predicted that the authoritarian Belarusian President Alexander Lukashenko would be the ultimate winner of the Kazakh presidential elections!




  Bruce George was the leader of the huge team of 465 election observers from OSCE. A large, bluff Welshman, Bruce was at the time the Labour Party member of parliament for Walsall in the House of

  Commons. He suggested that we should gather together all of our team leaders for a strictly confidential meeting following the closing of the polling stations, so that we could work out the main

  thrust of our communiqué for the press conference the next morning. He asked me where we could meet in Astana that was totally secure and well away from prying eyes and ears. We decided to

  approach the Americans to see if they would allow us to use a room in the US Embassy.




  At around midnight, Bruce and his senior advisers from the OSCE, together with me and my top officials, arrived outside the US Embassy gates in a suburb of Astana. Extensive security checks were

  conducted on our car before the enormous tank barriers and iron gates were swung open. Once in the compound we were escorted to a lift and taken up to the seventh floor of the building, where we

  were shown into a large meeting room which, we were assured, had been carefully scanned for bugging devices. We set about exchanging views on the conduct of the elections.




  Around two in the morning, someone said that none of the recommendations we had made following the Majilis elections in 1999 had been implemented. Bruce George said that he was reluctant to put

  this into our final communiqué unless we were absolutely certain of our facts. He instructed our officials to check carefully ‘even if it takes all night’ to see if any of the

  recommendations had actually made it onto the Kazakh statute books.




  After that we all wearily made our way back to our hotels scattered across the city in temperatures that had dipped to around –20°C. I got to my hotel at about 3 a.m., and as I turned

  the key in my bedroom door, was astonished to find a large, unmarked, brown envelope lying on the floor. It had been slid under my door. I tore it open to find a comprehensive list of all the

  recommendations made by the OSCE following the 1999 Majilis elections and how each of them had been properly implemented into Kazakh law! Next morning, each of the team leaders and officials who

  had attended the high-security meeting in the US Embassy the previous evening said they had returned to their hotels to find similar envelopes!




  It wasn’t so much that every word we said was being listened to that concerned us, as the blatant way the Kazakh authorities were happy to let us know. President Nazarbayev was re-elected

  with 91 per cent of the popular vote. We reported that although there had been some improvements in the democratic process, there was still a long way to go. But perhaps we shouldn’t be

  surprised at the Kazakhs’ rather distorted version of democracy. After all, throughout their entire history, democracy has been an alien concept across the whole of Central Asia.




  

    A Reflection on the History of Central Asia


  




  In the many years I have visited Central Asia since the fall of the Soviet empire, I have witnessed dramatic changes and huge improvements to the standard of living of the

  population, particularly in Kazakhstan. The first time I visited Semipalatinsk there were no street lights and few of the roads were paved. After dark, you could see small

  fires flickering along the roadsides, as people came out onto the streets to cook their evening meals on charcoal burners. Few of the houses had electricity, running water or proper sanitation.




  Within ten years, that has changed. The streets are paved and lit, the houses have been fitted with electricity, water and sanitary facilities, and shops, hotels and businesses are springing up

  in increasing abundance. In fact, traffic congestion and air pollution are now visible signs of the growing prosperity of these nations, although there is evidence of a widening gap between the

  richest and poorest members of society. The city streets of Astana and Almaty are clogged with black four-wheel-drive Porsche Cayennes with darkened windows, which conceal the growing number of

  wealthy, middle-class entrepreneurs that this capitalist society has spawned.




  But scratch the surface and you can find a bit of Central Asia in most of us. It is reckoned that Homo sapiens first settled in the region 40,000 to 50,000 years ago, making it one of the

  earliest sites of human habitation. Some other studies have shown that Central Asia was the probable source for the nomadic peoples who later spread to Europe, Siberia and North America. This means

  that many of us are directly descended from Central Asians. Experts also believe that our common Indo-European languages had their roots in Central Asia.




  Six and a half thousand years ago, small family groups of these nomadic peoples began to form tiny communities, which in turn began to build permanent settlements. With the need to increase

  their supply of food beyond that which could be obtained simply by hunting, they began to practise farming and the herding of livestock. Animals that were the forerunners of modern camels, cows,

  pigs, sheep and goats were domesticated, including, around the same time, horses, which had previously been bred only for meat. In due course, wheeled carts and chariots appeared, and gradually

  horses were bred to be bigger and stronger, until enormous warhorses, capable of carrying heavily armed warriors, evolved.




  The nomadic tribes who now tended herds of camels and cows, and flocks of sheep and goats, constantly roamed across the Central Asian steppe in search of fresh pastures for grazing and water for

  their animals. These nomadic tribes developed a transportable shelter system in the form of yurts – tent-like structures made of wool – which could be erected quickly around wooden

  staves and could accommodate entire families. Indeed, my great friend and ‘father’ (fathers, mothers, brothers and sisters are the honorary titles given to very close friends in Central

  Asia), Professor Saim Balmukhanov (about whom I will say more later), was born in a yurt near Semipalatinsk, so this form of dwelling was still commonplace right up until Soviet times, when the

  nomads were dispersed and sent to live in collective farms.




  Around 2000 BC, villages, towns and even small city states began to be formed in the more habitable and humid areas of Central Asia. The people who occupied these

  settlements had abandoned the nomadic way of life of their cousins who still roamed across the arid plains in favour of a more sedentary lifestyle, and practised irrigated crop production. There is

  evidence of early Bronze Age tribes such as the Bactria-Margiana and the Andronovo, who inhabited parts of Western Siberia and Kazakhstan and who invented the spoke-wheeled chariot. Gradually,

  these settlements grew into what became, by the first century BC, the Sogdian city states of the Ferghana Valley, home to the rich traders of the Silk Road.




  The nomads grew to depend on trade with these city-dwelling cousins for goods which it was impossible for them to obtain otherwise. Where they had nothing of value to barter with the wealthy

  city traders, they would mount an assault and plunder and steal whatever they wanted.




  Slowly but surely a diverse variety of tribes began to expand and populate the Central Asian steppe, including Turks, Huns, Persians, Scythians, Mongols and Indo-Europeans. All of the tribes had

  their own linguistic and ethnic variations, although it was clear that a broadly similar Central Asian culture was beginning to emerge.




  In the second and first millennia BC, some large, powerful nations like the Macedonians and the Persians made repeated attempts to conquer the

  nomadic tribes of Central Asia, but their efforts met with limited success. Faced by big and powerful invading armies, the nomads simply melted away into the familiar territory of the vast Central

  Asian steppe, occasionally mounting savage guerrilla raids and taking a heavy toll on their unwelcome guests. With only their families and their livestock to defend, the nomadic tribes were a

  difficult people to conquer. It is a sobering thought that several millennia later, major military powers are still learning the hard way that bands of insurgent guerrillas can be a more dangerous

  foe than several divisions of heavily armed troops.




  It wasn’t until the time of Alexander the Great that the Hellenistic Greeks spread their influence as far as modern Tajikistan. Following Alexander’s death in 323 BC and a series of bloody conflicts, India and China began to exert more control in Central Asia, sharing power with Greece and extending their base across a huge territory stretching

  from the Punjab to Afghanistan. It was here that the Silk Road began to expand and was able to forge powerful links between Europe and China.




  A rich diversity of religious and cultural traditions could be found at this time in Central Asia. While Buddhism dominated, it was largely confined to the east. Zoroastrianism was the common

  religion in Persia, while Nestorian Christianity and other minor faiths were also in evidence.




  Around the sixth century AD, the Turkic tribes of Central Asia began to expand their influence, taking control of vast areas of Asia and China. One of the dominant tribes

  at the time was the Uyghurs, the ancestors of the Turkic people of the same name who live in the Xinjiang autonomous region of China to this day.




  It wasn’t until the eighth century, and the steady encroachment of the Arab empire, that Islam began to percolate through the region. It soon became the sole faith of most of the

  population, though Buddhism remained strong in the east. The Arab takeover also led to the expulsion of the Chinese from Central Asia.




  Around this time, with the further development of the warhorse and advances in weaponry and horsemanship, the prowess of the nomadic armies began to be recognised. Over time, as new technologies

  were introduced, the nomadic horsemen grew in power and manoeuvrability, gradually evolving into one of the most powerful military forces the world had ever seen. Mounted archers who could ride a

  sturdy horse at speed, using only their legs for guidance, freeing up their hands to fire a bow or wield a sword or spear, became a fearsome adversary. Their skill and strength enabled them to

  travel vast distances, often covering up to 40 miles a day and continuing in this way for weeks on end, crushing everything that stood in their way.




  These devastating armies ruled by powerful kings or khans quickly took control of Central Asia. The most renowned of these warriors was Genghis Khan (1162–1227), who united the tribes of

  Mongolia and eventually conquered large tracts of China, Russia and the Middle East, as well as controlling all of Central Asia. Unbelievably, by the time he died, Genghis Khan’s empire

  covered one quarter of the landmass of the entire planet. It was this brutal, authoritarian leader who really set the historic precedent for the long line of similar harsh despots in this area

  right up to Stalin and beyond.




  Genghis Khan’s success was mostly due to his new and ultra-mobile tactics, which terrorised entire populations and vanquished all who dared to stand in his way. He organised his Mongol

  soldiers into units called Arav, comprising ten soldiers; Zuut, comprising a hundred men; Minghan comprising a thousand; and Tumen comprising ten thousand. Each of these units had a leader who was

  directly answerable to the next highest leader and so on, and it was mandatory for all males from age 14 to 60 to serve in Khan’s forces.




  These military units were made up of light cavalry, primarily composed of archers with little more than leather helmets for protection, and heavy cavalry, armed with swords and lances and heavy

  leather breastplates and helmets. Each cavalryman would lead a spare horse, which carried all his necessary supplies and equipment. This provided Genghis Khan with one of the

  most highly mobile and successful military forces the world had ever seen. Indeed their success could be measured by the fact that from his origins in Mongolia, where the population was less than 1

  million, he was ultimately responsible for the deaths of an estimated 50 million people, or one-third of the inhabitants of every country he invaded. It wasn’t until the reign of Stalin, more

  than seven centuries later, that this appalling record would be beaten.




  Like Stalin, Genghis Khan employed an extensive network of spies and scouts who reported enemy strengths and locations. When reconnaissance detected a weakness, he massed his force of as many as

  250,000 men and attacked, with the heavy cavalry leading the way and the archers supporting from the rear. Using these blitzkrieg tactics, Genghis Khan never lost a battle. These campaigns were

  often accompanied by wholesale massacres of the civilian populations. His army would sweep aside small, undefended towns and villages as they progressed, sometimes covering over 100 miles per day.

  The refugees from these towns would be driven towards the larger, more heavily defended cities, placing great stress on their supplies of food and water.




  Next, Genghis Khan would dam or divert rivers, to deny water to the cities he was about to attack. He would then surround the city walls with massive catapults and siege engines, built on-site

  by captured prisoners. When he set up camp outside a besieged city, the Mongol leader would issue the order to surrender from a white tent. If the city surrendered, everyone, except the overall

  leaders, would be spared. On the second day of the siege, he would issue his order to surrender from a red tent. This meant that if the city complied, all of the men would be killed, but the women

  and children would be spared. On the third day, he would move to a black tent. After this, there would be no quarter given to anyone. Everyone would be killed and the city would be razed to the

  ground as a lesson to others.




  Prior to his death, Genghis Khan followed tradition and nominated his successor – Ögedei Khan – and split his territory into khanates which were inherited

  by children and grandchildren. When he died in 1227, after conquering the Western Xia, Genghis Khan was buried in an unmarked grave at an unknown location in Mongolia. Supposedly, the soldiers who

  organised the burial were systematically massacred in order to prevent the whereabouts of his grave being known.




  Genghis Khan’s descendants continued to increase the already vast Mongol empire by conquering or subordinating large swathes of Eurasia, often by slaughtering much of the local population

  of the conquered states. At its largest, the Mongol empire included modern-day China, Korea, the Caucasus, Central Asia and substantial portions of modern Eastern Europe, Russia and the Middle

  East.




  But it was not just his military accomplishments and fierce brutality that gained Genghis Khan worldwide notoriety; he also advanced the Mongol empire in other ways. He decreed the adoption of

  the Uyghur script as the Mongol universal writing system. He also promoted religious tolerance and created a unified empire from the nomadic tribes of north-east Asia. Present-day Mongolians regard

  him highly as the founding father of Mongolia.




  After Genghis Khan died most of Central Asia continued to be dominated by the successor Chagatai Khanate. This state proved to be short lived, and in 1369 Timur, the next renowned and venerated

  leader from Central Asia, conquered most of the region. Timur (1336–1405), known in the west as Tamerlane or ‘Timur the lame’, was of Turkic origins and emulated the successful

  military traditions of his Mongol predecessors.




  Timur had as fearsome a reputation as Genghis Khan, burning ancient cities to the ground after massacring their entire populations. By bizarre contrast, he was also a great patron of the arts,

  assembling a legendary collection of books and art, and sponsoring some of the most lavish and fabulous architecture of the period. Visitors to modern-day Samarkand in Uzbekistan can only gaze in

  awe at the beauty of these buildings regarded as some of the world’s most historic masterpieces.




  Timur’s military conquests took him from Central Asia across Persia to Russia, and even to the modern-day Baltic states, where he conquered Lithuania. At one stage,

  while he was busy conquering cities in Russia, the Persians revolted. A vengeful Timur quickly returned to restore order, levelling entire cities and using the skulls of the massacred citizens to

  build gruesome pyramids.




  In 1398, Timur’s army of 90,000 troops crossed the Indus River and attacked India. They left a scene of carnage and devastation in their wake, wrecking the city of Delhi and seizing tonnes

  of treasure and 90 war elephants, which he proudly took back to his capital in Samarkand. The following year he turned his attention to Azerbaijan and Syria, then went on to Baghdad, which he

  sacked in 1401, killing more than 20,000 of its inhabitants, a feat that even Saddam Hussein was never able to emulate. Following this savage conquest, he went on to capture Turkey and Egypt.

  Around this time, the rulers of Spain, France and other great European nations began to tremble at the thought of Timur, who was now poised on their doorstep. They sent emissaries laden with gifts

  to try to pacify him and keep him at bay.




  But Timur had other ideas. He decided in 1404 that he would conquer Ming China. His vast army set out in December, braving the blizzards and ice-storms of an unusually cold winter. Men and

  horses died of exposure, and the 68-year-old Timur fell ill. He died in February 1405 at Otrar, in Kazakhstan. Timur’s large empire collapsed soon after his death.




  The Gur-e Amir is the fabulous mausoleum erected to commemorate the Asian conqueror Timur in Samarkand, in modern-day Uzbekistan. It occupies an important place in the history of Islamic

  architecture as the precursor and model for later great Mughal architecture tombs, including Humayun’s tomb in Delhi and the Taj Mahal in Agra, built by Timur’s descendants, the ruling

  Mughal dynasty of North India.




  The lifestyle that had existed largely unchanged since 500 BC began to disappear after 1500. An important change in the world economy in the fourteenth and fifteenth

  centuries was brought about by the development of maritime technology. Ocean trade routes were pioneered by the Europeans, who were cut off from the Silk Road by the Muslim

  states that controlled its western termini. The trade between East Asia, India, Europe and the Middle East began to move over the seas and not through Central Asia. The disunity of the region after

  the end of the Mongol empire also made trade and travel far more difficult, and the Silk Road went into steep decline.




  An even more important development was the introduction of gunpowder-based weapons. The gunpowder revolution and the advent of guns and artillery allowed the people of the towns and cities to

  fight off, and often defeat, the nomadic horsemen of the steppe. Construction of these weapons required the infrastructure and economies of large societies and was thus impractical for nomadic

  peoples. The domain of the nomads began to shrink as, beginning in the fifteenth century, the settled powers gradually began to conquer Central Asia.




  Around the early part of the nineteenth century the Russians began to expand south into Central Asia, gradually taking over large tracts of the steppe and handing the land to Russian farmers.

  Thus began the process of major population movements to and from Central Asia which became a central hallmark of the Stalinist terror and to this day has left a diverse mix of cultures and

  religions living in the region.




  The only real opposition faced by the Russians at this time was from the British, who feared that Russia was becoming too powerful and getting too close to the borders of the British Empire in

  India. The British and Russians began an energetic process of competition, which came to be known as The Great Game, as they both tried to advance their interests in the region. Nevertheless, the

  Russians managed to cross the Oxus River (the Amu Darya today), although their influence stopped short of Afghanistan, which remained as an independent buffer state separating the two rival

  empires.




  Due to the American Civil War, the price of cotton rose dramatically in the 1860s, as it became an increasingly important commodity. However, its cultivation then was on a much lower scale than

  during the Soviet period. The cotton industry in the Soviet Union led to the construction of the Transcaspian railway from Krasnovodsk to Samarkand and Tashkent, and the

  Trans-Aral Railway from Orenburg to Tashkent. In the long term, the development of a cotton monoculture would render areas such as Turkestan dependent on food imports from Western Siberia, and the

  Turkestan-Siberia Railway was already planned when the First World War broke out.




  Russian rule still remained distant from vast areas of the region, and even then it only bothered about the small minority of Russian inhabitants. Local Muslims were not regarded as full Russian

  citizens. Although they did not receive many of the privileges given to Russian citizens, they were exempt from conscription.




  During the First World War, the Russians removed this exemption, which prompted the Central Asian Revolt of 1916. When the Russian Revolution began in 1917, a provisional Government of Jadid

  Reformers, also known as the Turkestan Muslim Council, met in Kokand, a city in Fergana Province in Eastern Uzbekistan, and declared Turkestan’s autonomy. They were swiftly defeated by Soviet

  forces, but guerrillas known as Basmachi continued to fight Communism until 1924. Mongolia was also caught in the Russian Revolution and, though it never became a Soviet republic, it became a

  Communist People’s Republic in 1924.




  Although there was an initial threat of a Red Army invasion of Chinese Turkestan, the region’s governor agreed to cooperate with the Soviets. The creation of the Republic of China in 1911

  and the ensuing unrest severely impacted Central Asia, and opened the region to the threat from both Islamic separatists and communists. Eventually the region became largely independent under the

  control of the provincial governor. Rather than invade, the Soviet Union established a network of consulates in the region and sent aid and technical advisors.




  After being conquered by Bolshevik forces, administrative reorganisation occurred throughout Soviet Central Asia. This led to the creation of the Turkestan Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic

  and the Soviet Socialist Republics of Bukhara and Khiva. In 1920, the Kirghiz Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic, covering modern Kazakhstan, was set up. It was renamed the

  Kazakh Autonomous SSR in 1925.




  In 1924, the Soviets created the Uzbek and the Turkmen SSRs. This was followed in 1929 with the splitting of the Uzbek SSR into two separate units, one of which became the Tajik SSR, leading to

  problems which have continued until this day. The Kyrgyz Autonomous Oblast became an SSR in 1936.




  This administrative reorganisation effectively created the basis for today’s five Central Asian republics. Ethnicity was largely ignored when the borders were drawn but the Soviets did see

  the Turkish and the Islamic influences as threats, and divided the two accordingly. Under Soviet rule, the local languages and cultures were systematised and codified and their differences clearly

  demarcated and encouraged. New Cyrillic writing systems were introduced to break links with Turkey and Iran.




  Under Stalin at least a million people died, mostly in the Kazakh Soviet Socialist Republic, during the period of forced collectivisation. Islam, as well as other religions, was also attacked.

  In the Second World War several million refugees and hundreds of factories were moved to the relative security of Central Asia, and the region permanently became an important part of the Soviet

  industrial complex. Several important military facilities were also located in the region, including the nuclear-testing facilities of the Polygon and the Baikonur Cosmodrome. The Virgin Lands

  Campaign, starting in 1954, was a massive Soviet agricultural resettlement programme that brought more than 300,000 people, mostly from the Ukraine, to the northern Kazakh Soviet Socialist Republic

  and the Altai region. This created a major change in the ethnicity of the region.




  From 1988 to 1992, a free press and multiparty system developed in the Central Asian republics as perestroika pressured the local Communist parties to open up. However, the so-called Central

  Asian Spring was very short-lived, as soon after independence former Communist Party officials recast themselves as local strongmen. Independence largely resulted from the efforts of the small

  groups of nationalistic, mostly local intellectuals, and because Moscow had little interest in retaining this highly expensive region.




  Increasingly, other powers have begun to involve themselves in Central Asia. Soon after the Central Asian states won their independence Turkey began to look east, and a number of organisations

  started building links between the western and eastern Turks. Iran, which for millennia had close links with the region, has also been working to build ties, and the Central Asian states now have

  good relations with the Islamic Republic.




  Saudi Arabia has had an important influence on Central Asia, having largely funded the area’s Islamic revival. Soon after the break-up of the USSR, Saudi money paid for massive shipments

  of Korans to the region, as well as the repair and construction of many mosques. In Tajikistan alone an estimated 500 mosques per year have been erected with Saudi money. The formerly atheistic

  Communist Party leaders have mostly converted to Islam, and Islamist groups have been created in many of the new states. Each of the new republics have remained largely secular, and all five states

  enjoy good relations with Israel. Central Asia is in fact still home to a large Jewish population which has cultivated important trade and business links with Israel and the Jewish Diaspora in

  other countries.




  It is a sad irony that the kind, considerate and hospitable people of Central Asia were targeted by Stalin for some of the worst environmental atrocities the world has ever known.
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  The Polygon




  The voice from the loudspeaker perched on a wall in the village of Kainar boomed out: ‘Three seconds to detonation, two seconds, one second . . .’




  ‘Explosion!’




  ‘The shock waves carry frightening destructive forces!’




  In 1953, Zhakiya Akhmetov was an eyewitness to the nuclear explosions. ‘There was an enormous bang. I thought the earth was going to swallow us. Then we saw a very bright white light. It

  was as white as milk. So, I said to the others: “Look how white it is!” ’




  A year later the pensioner lost his eyesight completely. Now he says the sight only returns to him at night when he remembers the explosions in his dreams. Zhakiya served in the army and his

  unit was located at the test site, where they dug trenches and erected military buildings. After the obligatory service period, he retired from the army, but had a nervous breakdown. To this day,

  he speaks of nothing else but the Polygon, the name the Soviets gave to their vast, top-secret nuclear test site near the city of Semipalatinsk. His favourite story is about how wild ducks, blinded

  by the explosions, tried to fly but only collided with each other in the air.




  From 1949 until 1990, the Soviet Union used the Semipalatinsk region of east Kazakhstan, near the border with Siberia, as a nuclear test site. Hidden from the world, this site the size of Wales

  was subjected to 607 nuclear explosions, including 26 above-ground tests, 124 atmospheric tests and 457 underground. Cynically, the military scientists would wait until the wind was blowing in the

  direction of the remote Kazakh villages before detonating their nuclear devices. KGB doctors would then closely study the effects of nuclear radiation on their own

  population, using them as human guinea pigs.




  The Polygon is unique in global terms because it is the only former nuclear test site that can be readily visited by anyone interested. It is too vast an area to police. In some of the worst

  affected villages in the remote steppe, such as Znamenka, which lies about two hours’ drive west of Semey (the new name for Semipalatinsk, the main city in the Polygon), many of the

  inhabitants are ill as a direct consequence of the bombs. In these villages it is possible to meet eyewitnesses, elderly men and women who explain graphically what it was like to witness the first

  atomic explosions and to see mushroom clouds rising a few miles away. They explain how they were ordered to stack bedding and furniture against their doors and windows to protect them from the

  shock waves, then to stand outside, away from any buildings, to watch the explosions. Similar accounts can be heard from residents of other villages affected by the tests such as Kainar, Sarzhal

  and Karaul, and even further afield in Ost Kamenogorsk and Urdzhar.




  When the Soviet Union finally collapsed in December 1991, the departing battalions of troops and secret police who had guarded the Polygon left a legacy of devastation and sickness. The 1.5

  million population of the Polygon had been subjected to the equivalent of 20,000 Hiroshima bombs. Seepage from the underground tests has polluted watercourses and streams. Farmland has been heavily

  irradiated. Radioactive contamination has entered the food chain.




  

    Saim Balmukhanov


  




  Professor Saim Balmukhanov is one of the leading academics in Kazakhstan. Now in his eighties, he recounts with clarity the impacts of the nuclear tests. ‘The first

  indication we had that nuclear bombs were being detonated was in 1957,’ he says. ‘A doctor friend of mine from Semipalatinsk said that he had noticed strange discoloured lesions on the

  skin of some of his patients. He knew I had been involved in investigations following Hiroshima and Nagasaki and asked me to have a look. I confirmed that these were

  radiation burns.’




  In one of my first meetings with Professor Saim Balmukhanov in mid-2000, he slammed his fist emphatically on the table. ‘People in the West cannot begin to understand what we suffered

  under the Soviets. One and a half million people in Kazakhstan were exposed to high radiation doses during the Soviet nuclear-testing programme. But when I reported my findings to Moscow they

  denied it. For more than 40 years they claimed that the high incidence of cancers and babies born with genetic deformities were hereditary diseases caused by the poor Kazakh diet and an

  overindulgence in vodka.’




  Until his retirement Professor Balmukhanov worked in the Kazakh National Academy of Science in Almaty, where he was first appointed professor and head of department in 1946 at the age of only

  24. He was head of the Department of Biology and Medicine until 2005. His eyes sparkle as he speaks. He has made it his life’s work to uncover the horrible legacy bequeathed to his people by

  the Soviet empire. Twice, this much-decorated war hero was arrested and stripped of his Communist Party membership when his enquiries got too close to the truth.




  ‘Of course there had been rumours of explosions and strange mushroom clouds and village houses being swept away in the aftershock of the blasts,’ he says. ‘But people were

  afraid to speak out. The whole area around Semipalatinsk was closed and strictly controlled by the military. Villagers were told that they should be proud to be part of the great technological

  advances of the Soviet Union.




  ‘There were sudden deaths and miscarriages,’ the professor says, ‘but each time we challenged Moscow they lied to us. When we checked the health of villagers within the Polygon

  – the 18,500 sq km territory of the core test site – against that of villagers from outside, we discovered there were four times fewer diseases outside the Polygon. Finally, in 1958,

  the Soviet military authorities had to admit responsibility.’




  In one of our early meetings in Almaty, Professor Balmukhanov spread several large ledgers on the table of his study. Each was prominently marked ‘Top Secret’

  in Russian. ‘These are the Soviet records of the human impact caused by their nuclear tests. The KGB right from the outset carefully recorded every piece of medical evidence. But all of it

  was highly classified and kept locked in a Moscow vault. Information, which could have helped us to treat patients and save lives, was withheld for 40 years. Only when the Soviet empire collapsed

  in 1992 did we finally gain access to this material. Even now, the Russians are still holding on to a lot of information,’ the professor said.




  My first meeting with Professor Balmukhanov took place in August 2000, when he described to me the plight of the people of Semipalatinsk in East Kazakhstan. He told me of the 607 nuclear bombs

  that had been detonated there, and how the Soviets had treated the local Kazakh population as human guinea pigs. I was both fascinated and horrified.




  This was to be the first of many encounters with Saim Balmukhanov. Indeed, it is a tradition in Kazakhstan that when people become close friends they form a ‘family’. Professor

  Balmukhanov now regards me as his ‘son’ and I look up to him as my wise and erudite ‘father.’ I visit my ‘father’ and his family every time I go to Kazakhstan.

  This first meeting with him came about almost by chance. It had been brokered at an earlier encounter in Brussels, shortly after my election to the European Parliament, in 1999.




  Late in the afternoon during one hot, humid September in 1999, I was telephoned in my office in the European Parliament by a friend and former Green MEP from Germany, Frank Schwalba-Hoth. Frank

  asked if I had a few moments to spare, as he wanted me to meet a doctor from Kazakhstan. I protested that I was too busy, but when Frank persisted, I finally caved in and agreed, insisting that the

  meeting should last no more than 15 minutes. It was to be 15 minutes that changed my life.




  Frank introduced me to Dr Kamila Magzieva, a striking woman with black hair and typical Mongoloid Kazakh features of light brown skin, high cheekbones and glossy black hair. As she described to

  me the plight of the people of Semipalatinsk and told me of the hundreds of nuclear bombs that had been detonated there and how the Soviets had treated the local Kazakh

  population as human guinea pigs, I was stunned.




  I told Kamila that everyone in the West had, of course, heard of the enormous tragedy of Chernobyl, partly because the fallout had affected the West. But Chernobyl was a single nuclear explosion

  – an accident. I had never heard of the 607 nuclear explosions in Semipalatinsk. This was almost unbelievable. I asked Kamila if I could come to Kazakhstan and see the evidence for myself.

  She was overjoyed. She told me later that her meeting with me was the ninth she had held that day, which was 9 September 1999. Perhaps there was some sort of karma at work on 9-9-99. But of her

  nine meetings in the European Parliament, I was the only MEP who agreed to follow up her request to help her beleaguered people.




  So it was in August 2000 that I found myself undertaking the first of many visits to Kazakhstan with Elena Kachkova, my trusted Russian interpreter and adviser. My visits would involve me in a

  campaign to draw attention to these victims of the Cold War and their appalling suffering and would welcome me to a new Kazakh ‘family’, with Kamila as my ‘sister’ and

  Professor Saim Balmukhanov as my ‘father’.




  During that first meeting Saim Balmukhanov told me that the people of the Polygon were suffering from a ‘genetic multiplier effect’. When a man and a woman who have both been

  affected by radiation have a child, the genetic malformation in the baby is multiplied. He says that sometimes the damage may skip two generations, but then it will return with a vengeance. Many

  ill and severely deformed babies have been born in the past 20 years. He expects the next wave to appear around 2020, and anticipates that it may take at least until 2080 before the genetic impact

  begins to wear out, although no one knows for sure.




  What we do know, he says, is that many people in the Polygon are ill. Cancers run at five times the national average. Birth defects are three times the national average. Babies and farm animals

  are born with terrible deformities. Children are mentally retarded and Down’s syndrome is common. Virtually all children suffer from anaemia. Many of the young men are

  impotent. Many young women are afraid to become pregnant in case they give birth to defective babies. Psychological disorders are rife. Suicides are widespread. Average life expectancy is only 52

  years. This is a man-made environmental problem of global significance which may take many decades to resolve.




  The nuclear tests, which lasted for over a generation, had many detrimental effects, direct and indirect, on the health of the population of these regions. The direct effects are on people who

  were exposed to radiation during atmospheric and surface tests, those who lived on the contaminated land during and after the tests, and those born to them. These include cancers and mutations, as

  well as a variety of blood diseases and skin disorders.




  Secrecy concerning the site and the impact of the testing on the population make it difficult to calculate the total population affected, but the number of those exposed to radiation was

  estimated at 1.7 million. Of these, 67,000 people were identified as having been exposed to the heaviest radiation. Out of the 67,000, there were 27,000 survivors, along with 39,600 descendants of

  their second generation and 28,900 of the third, totalling 103,500 people.




  The indirect effects, on the other hand, are mainly the result of the closure of the test site and the disintegration of the Soviet Union. The economic stagnation and poverty that resulted from

  the closing down of the site contributed to a general state of malnutrition among the population and the weakening of their immune systems. As a result, for a time, the health situation in the

  Semipalatinsk Oblast (region) was the worst in the country. In 1999 the mortality rate was 11 for every 1,000 people, compared to 10.4 at the national level. The infant mortality rate was 28 for

  every 1,000 births, as opposed to a national average of 25.3. As for maternal mortality, it was around 286 per 100,000 live births in the region in comparison with 64 at the national level.

OEBPS/html/docimages/img2.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
THE SOVIET WAR
ON NATURE

A modern horror story . . . exposes the scandal of
Stalin's war on the environment

GEORGE ROBERTSON






OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/img1.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
Stalin’s Legacy
[

The Soviet War on Nature

Struan Stevenson





