ABEL AGANBEGYAN,
left, who is Mikhail Gor-
bachev's economic guru,
has published an account
of his philosophy: The
Challenge: Economics of
Perestroika (London:
Hutchinseon).

FRED HARRISON met him
in  Moscow, and here
assesses the prospects of
reform under the leader-
ship of the man from
Siberia

THE consequences of Russia’s perestroiha for trade in the world
markets has not yet been properly assessed. This could be a serious
mistake. The impact from a restructured Russian economy will vary
from one country to another, depending on whether the climate and
resource endowment matched or contrasted with the Soviet Union’s,

Norway, forexample, could find herself in a lot of trouble. 1t would
pay the trade associations and government economists to start study
ing the long term effects of the successful transformation of the Rus
sian economy.

Butis the threat a real one? Will Mikhael Gorbachev succeed where
others, like Nikita Kruschev, failed? That was the question in my
mind when I interviewed Academician Abel Aganbegvan, the man
who guided Gorbachev's economic t
the

unking in the early days before
th Party Congress which put the official ste
on perestrotka.
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Just how reahistic 1s the economic thinking behind the fine words
pouring out of the Kremlir

Are the policies really designed to

engineer higher levels of productivity from the workforce, better

quality goods. and the entreprenzunal nsk taking thatis an essential

ingredient of new product launches?

There are carly signs that the Russian economy will become more

efficient. Some of the centralised burcaucratic apparatus is being dis

Pi
mantled in favour of devolved power and decision mak

1o factory
managers. And for the first ume since 1917 the workers are being told
that they can, in theory, find themselves without jobs.

* Moscow is planning to cut between 13mand 2(

m jobsn the next
12 years. Widespread plant closures are expected as 60 per cent of
industrial production switches to an accounting system providing for
non-profitable companies to close.

e Companies are to be allowed to negotiate contracts directly with
cach other so as to minimize the role of the central ministries. Workers
are being paid according to performance.

T'o ease the social strains that will be generated by these fundar
tal changes, the central committee of the Communist Party has just
commanded that a nationwide network of job centres and a system of
unemployment benefits be created during 1988,

But will it work?
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search has produced beneficial
results. New strains of crops with
better vields per acre are from
most points of view a boon.
Other results are vastly less
beneficial. The World Health
Organisation  estimates  that
50.000 people a year die of acute
Nobody
knows, or can know, the long

pesticide  poisoning.
term effects of pesticides.,

Tests on laboratory animals
whose life span may be a couple
of vears or so tell us nothing
about the effects of chemicals on
people who ingest them over half
a century ;III\I more.

Even substances which once
seemed completely harmless are
constantly being shown to pro
duce appalling results when con
sumed over a long time,

T'he essenually artficial pre
ssure for greater productivity at
all costs has extended to livestock

farming, with scant regard to the

welfare either of the stock or of
the customer. So it becomes com
mon to have five or six battery
hens living in a cage 20 x 18
inches, or for sows to be “preven
round or
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At various times and in various
countries, veal calves and chic
kens ha
diethylstilboestrol

¢ been supplied with

which  can

* Richard Body

advance the age of puberty in
girls to sixoor even five, and
femiise bovs. Hormones and
related  substances, and  also
antibiotics, continue 1o be injec
ted or fed to the amimals which
people eventually cat

At the same tme. “Body's
Freadmill”™ produces fearful con
sequences tor our environment.
The loss of wetlands. downlands,
heathlands, woodlands, hedges,
moorlands  and  ponds  which
have been destroyed over the last
40 years in the interests of
agricultural productivity and
ultimately at the taxpayer’s ex

pense - has been catastrophic for

¢ plants and ammals which live
there, and for every human being
who seeks pleasure and relaxa
tion in the countryside.
Agricultural  chemicals  scep
into our water supplies. Not so
many vears ago, people thought
t
harmless inall but gigantic doses:

it nitrates from fertilizers were
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an experiment will be conducted in the near future

Estonia

for example, in

where a new svstem of taking into account all the factors

of production will be adopted with payments for all the resources

utilised in production.™

So Karl Marx’s central principle

the workers must collectively

own the means of production (in other words, the State must continue

to direct its use, which 1s the source of Russia’s major economic pro

blems)

must continue to apply. This reveals a contradiction in the

perestroika programme which must be confronted, if the reforms are

to have any long term benefits for the people of Russia.
If the Politburo fails to deal with this contradiction, Western expor
ters can breathe easily. Butif Mikhael Gorbachev can put the Marxist

philosophy behind him, our manufacturers had better watch out in
the bazaars of the world, for the Russians will be coming . ..
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now we appreciate that they can
all too easily be converted into
nitrates, which readily produce
carcinogenic substances.

[t is vital to remember that all
this has not come from the
workings of the “'free market” at
all. 1t is the result not of too little
government action but of oo
much. The incentive for farmers
to increase their productivity has
been there since the Neolithic
Revolution, but it is only in quite
recent vears, when vast sums of
taxpayers’ money began to be
thrown at agriculture, that the
sort of trouble which this book
describes so lucidly  began to
appear.

IS THE analysis complete? No. |
fear not, The land problem has
not been properly discussed. The
ruin of the small farmer and the
desecration of our countryside is
certainly in part the fault of
iniquitous agricultural  policies
stemming from British govern
ments and from the EEC: but it s
also o a very large extent the
effect of our land system.

Unul we introduce land value
taxation we shall not solve the
problems which that process has
brought in its train.

One day. I hope, Dick Body
will apply Georgist economics in
therr totality to the problems of
agriculture, The result would be a
masterpiece of the first order.
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